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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Please be aware that this book contains scenes of violence, torture, physical abuse, mentions of sexual assault, mentions of rape, harm to children, and gaslighting. This book isn’t suitable for younger readers.

This novel has kingdoms and lands inspired by various cultures around the world. This isn’t meant to fully represent an entire culture, people group, or time period, but a fantasy world inspired by many real-world cultures and places.

The main character also experiences synesthesia, which is when a person experiences multiple sensory responses when a sense is simulated. Chromesthesia, the main type of synesthesia used in this story, is when sound evokes the experience of color, shape, or texture, either outside their own body space into the world (projector) or existing within their internal mental space (associator). Synesthesia is unique to everyone who experiences it, so no two synesthetes experience commingling senses the same way. As such, the synesthesia experienced by fictional characters in this story might not be the exact same as what real people experience.


To everyone who patiently waited for this book.


BOOK 1 SYNOPSIS


If you need a refresher of book 1, The Assassin of Grins and Secrets, you can find the full book summary on my website.

https://www.keandrews.org/book-1-synopsis
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PART I: THE PRICE OF FREEDOM
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Sand hit Serein’s face as her silver mare crossed the desert, the oasis city of Fayrouz disappearing behind into the folds of the Albahr Alrraml Desert. Stars punched through the sky, and the moon lay curled against the indigo expanse. Sharp green howls of distant jackals crested over the dunes like ghosts as Serein continued to follow the Silver Road. The horse left goldenrod plumes of breath in its wake as vermillion clouds followed every hoofbeat.

As Serein crossed the sea of silver sands, a sharp pain unfurled in her stomach. The memory of steel twisting into her flesh, a flash of blue eyes, and spinning colors hit her. She steadied her breaths, gritting her teeth until the pain returned to a dull throb beneath the healing scar tissue.

The medicine’s wearing off, she thought, hands clenching around the reins. It’s another three days’ ride to Oyon before I can find an apothecary.

With each jolt of the horse, the ivory disk tucked under Serein’s dark robes thumped against her chest. The Malik’s lion crest seemed to burn her skin, the leather cord it hung from tightening like a noose. The months of wearing it hadn’t lessened its weight.

The smell of rot seeped from the bag strapped to the saddle and clung to the inside of Serein’s nose. She pulled the blue scarf around her face tighter against the amethyst-colored wind, the thick rida’ keeping the cold at bay. She continued on, old wounds aching as the new ones bit and clawed.
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Rameses Nasr ibn Sethos al-Amirmoez scanned the large map on the war room table, tapping the lion’s head ring around his finger. Raised mountains contrasted with the sprawling green forests and golden deserts. His gaze darted to his father, Sethos Zulfiqur ibn Ablah al-Amirmoez, seated at the head of the table.

Sethos’ gold eyes were shadowed, the old scar on his left cheek slashing his stony features. The fireplace behind him crackled and threw orange light against him. Rameses tried to remain relaxed next to his father, but his mind kept wandering to the empty tomb in the catacombs, the growing whispers of his nightmares, and the secret knowledge crawling around inside his head.

Grand Vizier Umar leaned over to the Malik, whispering something in his ear. Kamau Artoli the muharib stood behind him with a few other of the Malik’s Guards. Two hours had passed since the meeting started, first addressing matters of city protection as new rebel attacks moved closer to Oyon before shifting to the construction process of the Steel Road and the reports of ambushes along the other trade routes. Viziers went back and forth on solutions with the captains and shahrbans of a few southern cities seated around the table.

This meeting is dragging on longer than the one from last week, Rameses thought as the voices of the council filled the tapestry-lined chamber.

He glanced over at Ilderim with a bored look as the wali stood by the wall. The older man shrugged and gestured to the table with his eyes. Rameses’ gaze flicked to the gap next to Ilderim where Serein used to stand when she was his wali.

It’s been almost three months since she became my father’s muharib, but it’s strange not to see her here. Rameses twisted the ring. She should be returning to Oyon soon…

“The rebels have been ambushing our caravans coming from the Silver Road, forcing them to seek passage through Baltha Gorge and cornering them,” one of the older captains, Jorham, said, and Rameses’ focus returned to the meeting. “Between that and the hostile tribes living in the canyons, our supply routes are vulnerable. The last few attacks resulted in all the cargo being taken or destroyed, and nearly half, if not all, the merchants and soldiers killed.”

Jorham traced the sliver of desert between the Locklin Forest and Baltha Gorge with a thin stick with a flat end. Swaths of conquered territory were painted gold. Carved stone figures marked the position of the Sarddonian army on the Old Kingdom front. The strip of desert near Wendale and the southern side of Locklin Forest was one of the vital land routes from Sarddon to the Old Kingdom.

Rameses stared at the golden patches of land, no longer filled with a sense of pride. Serein’s voice echoed in his head about the destruction his father had brought in the Old Kingdom.

How destructive and far reaching this lie is…And now we’re blaming the repercussions on the ones who are fighting back.

“The Silver Road has always been more dangerous since it cuts through so much open desert. There is already the threat of the elements, sandstorms, and the creatures of the dunes, but it’s becoming more treacherous with these coordinated attacks,” Jorham went on, the furrows on his brow nearly meeting with the wrinkles across his shaved head.

“It’s possible to redirect the routes to Sur and sail them around the Sparkling Coast through the Dullah Sea,” the shahrban of Mamari Alsahra’, Adnan, said as he stroked his beard. His city was a vital waypoint that managed a large salt mine in that part of the Albahr Alrraml Desert. “Going straight to the port in Idris by sea would ensure they reach their destination safely, even if we have to pay the Wendish patrols to let our ships through.”

“That’d be handing the Silver Road over to the rebels. They’d be cutting us off and making trade more costly since we’d have to alter negotiations with Wendale,” another vizier replied, frowning.

“Wendale is more likely to blockade the ships than allow them to pass if negotiations are altered. They already limit the number of ships passing through their waters, and sending additional ones would mean limiting the number of military vessels that might be needed later,” Uriah Stormheir said for the first time since the meeting started. His copper hair was pulled back in a short ponytail, his red and gray robes cut by the white captain’s sash across his chest.

“Until the Steel Road is completed, it’ll be too costly and take too long to send the troops necessary to defend every vulnerable point,” Captain Manska said. “It’s clear from the attack eight months ago that not even the Gold Route is safe.”

Bandits bleeding from the forests tugged at the edges of Rameses’ memories, arrows whistling through the air while flames illuminated dead soldiers. Shame unfurled in his stomach.

The attacks haven’t let up since then. If anything, the rebels are getting bolder, Rameses thought, sitting up straighter.

“The attacks are concentrated mostly near Locklin Forest, so we know that’s where this group of rebels is centralized. There aren’t enough soldiers to cover the miles of forest along the Silver Road,” Uriah told them, his freckled brow creased. “Send a fake caravan along the Gorge to draw out the main rebel group. Another group would go ahead in secret to scout and find out where the ambushes are being set up.”

“You’d suggest putting caravans closer to danger?” the vizier next to him asked.

“It’ll force the rebels to draw out their raiding parties from the forests. Based on the reports, they attack in groups of no more than thirty, and it’s usually always from the north, where they push the caravans into traps in the south. When the rebels strike, our troops will be divided into two groups to form a surprise pincer maneuver. A small unit could set up a base to defend the most vulnerable stretches of land against future attacks.”

The Grand Vizier’s hands disappeared into the billowing sleeves of his purple and gold robes. Pockets of discussions drifted around the map. Sethos’ gaze moved to the deep grooves of the Gorge etched into the table. Rameses could almost see the wheels of his father’s mind turning.

“Do we have the manpower to spare on a scheme that might not even work?” a commander, Rasul, asked. The man had been a permanent figure in the Malik’s war room since the invasion of the Old Kingdom first began. The years had worn him down, and Rameses observed the heaviness that settled on his face.

“Captain Stormheir’s experience on the frontlines carries weight,” Manska said. The dark curls of his hair covering the jagged scar along his head shifted as he nodded to Uriah. “We know the terrain as well as they do, if not better. We’d at least have the element of surprise if it can be pulled off and cut off their access in Sarddon. And if this cell is entrenched in Locklin Forest, clearing them out will make it safer to start construction of the Steel Road.”

Rameses’ eyes followed the proposed route of the Steel Road before looking at the Edola Ocean and the Sea of Sarddon, the only barrier between the northern and southern continents. And if the new road is completed, it will give my father direct access to the Old Kingdom and the ability to crush any remnants of resistance…And if there’s no one left on this continent to stop him, he’s free to move on to a bigger goal.

The conversations continued to drift over the map. When the hourly prayer bells rang out from the Royal House of the Saints, broken by the chanter’s call, the meeting wound to a close. Rameses stretched out his stiff legs and smoothed out his green qamis. His earrings chimed as he walked over to Uriah.

“It’s been a while since you sat in on a war meeting, sadiqi,” Rameses said with a grin. “It’s unfortunate that this was one of the longer ones. I was ready to nod off halfway through.”

“I’m sure that would have looked very dignified for the future king,” Uriah replied, and Rameses tried to not grimace. “With all the unrest that’s been happening lately, some of the captains thought my experience on the front would be helpful.”

“I don’t know much about the art of war, but it sounds like a solid strategy. How long do you think it will be before they attempt it?”

“His Majesty is eager to begin construction on the Steel Road, but it’d be a good idea to take care of the issue of the rebels in Locklin Forest, so it could happen soon. It’ll also come down to convincing the officers to send squads of troops to travel along the trade routes without a permanent garrison being completed.”

Uriah’s words thrust Rameses toward Sarddon’s future—the future he would inherit or be responsible for altering. The ring around his finger felt tight, the earrings heavy in his ears. His father’s crown and the throne loomed in the back of his mind. The time he thought he had grew shorter, the growls of lions drawing closer.

“Everything alright, Rameses?” Uriah broke him out of his thoughts, and Rameses smiled at him.

“Yes. Just thinking about the other meetings I have today and that sometime before the day is over my father will express his disappointment in me that I didn’t offer anything useful in this session.”

A servant in gold and red robes slipped into the room, approaching Sethos with his head lowered. Rameses watched them out of the corner of his eye. The man said something quietly. Sethos’ expression didn’t change as he waved his hand.

“Send her in,” Sethos said, and the servant hurried back to the doors.

A figure dressed in black and red robes stepped in, footfalls silent on the polished floor. Uriah’s shoulders tensed, and everyone still in the war room stopped and fell silent. The figure stooped into a low bow before the table, holding a dark sack in a scarred hand.

Serein’s back, Rameses thought as he took in the silver embossed sheaths of the twin daggers visible beneath the dusty rida’. Hopefully, this trip has revealed helpful information and possibly given us new allies.

“Rise,” Sethos said.

Serein rose from her crouch. She threw a sack on the table, the dull thud filling the quiet. Rameses’ stomach twisted as Serein pulled out a severed head coated in dark resin, setting it down over the spot where Oyon was marked on the map. The man’s eyes were closed, mouth frozen in a grimace. His features were obscured beneath the thick preserving layer. The viziers and shahrbans paled and recoiled while the captains stiffened.

“Saints!” Rameses hissed as the smell of decay hit him, his voice breaking the tense silence. He bit back the nausea singeing the back of his throat.

Serein didn’t look at him as she took out a set of large rotting hands, setting them in front of the male head. A signet ring on the finger winked at them under the light of the lanterns, splattered in dried blood. Serein tossed three haya bracelets onto the table.

“Lord Omar,” she said. “His wife, Lina.” She set out a slender set of hands and a smaller pair next to it. “And his heir, Muttalib. The House of the El-Mofty is no more.”

Rameses covered his nose with the back of his hand. Sethos’ eyes rested on the head and the hands, unfazed as he stood. Uriah’s jaw tightened as he stood unmoving beside him. Rameses glanced from Serein to the fearful expressions of his father’s men.

Is this what he always has her do? Why would she display her work so publicly? And those hands look too small to be an adult’s...The thought curdled the remnants of lunch, bringing back the screams of the children in the arena. Condemning traitors to never find peace in death.

“You may leave,” Sethos told her. “Send in the servant on your way out to clean up this mess.”

She dipped her head and left the trophies on the table, the edge of her cloak rippling like a living shadow in her wake.
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Warm, jasmine-scented water cascaded over Serein’s skin. She scrubbed her body raw, washing away the gritty sweat and grime. Her pale yellow sigh sank into the waters of the bathing pool like a stone. Under the veil of perfumed air, she could still smell decaying flesh.

Fetching trophies for the king now, volchitsa? the white voice of Xansas asked her, tracing her scars with its cold breath. How long will you keep this up before you snap? You’re losing sight of what you need to do—kill him and get your revenge.

Serein’s stomach clenched as a chill prickled along her flesh. She touched the spot where her abdomen had been sewn up, and healed into a puckered mass of scar tissue. Three holes left by Fang Qu after their fight during the Aikhtiar four months ago—three holes where she watched her life bleed out on the arena sands. The red slash along her left eyelid and cheek felt tight as she grimaced. Even though she had killed the Zhao warrior, he had left his cruelty behind.

When she had awoken from the feverish nightmares and fragments of the fight, consciousness had felt like hell. Agony made its home in her stomach, every breath undoing her as she gripped life between trembling fingers. Weeks of inactivity had taken her strength away. Her recovery was whispered to be a miracle of the Saints, but she saw the look of suspicion in Sethos’ eyes. When she bowed before him in the throne room to receive the title of muharib a month later, she forced herself to stand against the pain.

The phantom weight of the bangles brushed against her bare wrists as she shifted in the pool. The metal bands melting into the fires of the smith’s furnace still burned brightly in her memory. The day they were removed was the day her new shackle was given—an ivory badge with the Malik’s insignia carved into the white surface hanging from a thick cord.

My Sun and Stars, what will I be when this is all over? she thought, staring at her scarred hands. The closed wound where a knife had been driven through her palm throbbed.

The late-day sunlight sparkled along the colorful zellij tiles pressed into the tadelakt plaster walls. Water cascaded down her skin as she stood, droplets hitting the floor in opaque purple ripples. The indigo ink vine tattoo wrapped around her left arm, along her shoulder and collarbone. Her wet hair trailed down past her shoulders as she ran the towel over her head, gooseflesh rising along her skin as the chill of the room settled around her.

She rubbed one of the dark locks between her fingers. My hair’s getting long. I’ll need to cut it soon. I liked it better shorter. She dried herself off and threw on a blue robe and pair of trousers. She slipped on a pair of pointed slippers, the soft silk warming quickly against her feet.

The tiger, Nala, lifted her head off pillows on the bed as Serein passed by. Her lanky body stretched across the bed, taking up half of it. Serein ran her fingers through the white fur cut by rivers of black and gold. The blind tigress butted against her hand, peacock blue rumbling through her throat.

“You’re the only one who’s happy to see me,” Serein said, walking over to the desk. Rizwana cleaned the living chambers, and her lapis-blue humming bouncing through the air.

The ivory disk lay discarded next to small pots of ointment and oils. Papers rustled with light plum whispers as Serein picked up a few sheets and a charcoal stick from the drawer. Her fingers brushed against the leather folio hidden under drawings, and lifted it from its hiding place. Serein tucked the paper, the folio, and the charcoal stick inside the pocket of her robe.

Light ruby tapping on the window made Serein look up. The dark shape of the morphling perched on the balcony, its inky feathers coated in a rainbow sheen of opalescent threads. Her heart fluttered as she shut the bedchamber door and let the living shadow in. The bird shape shifted into a shadowy pool and reformed on her desk.

I was hoping Titus and Abelia would send the morphling soon, she thought, and grabbed a bundle tied with a dark string from where it was hidden in the desk. I hope they enjoyed the sweets and gifts I sent for their name day. But they’ve grown so much, and I don’t really know what they like anymore.

She swallowed the pang as the morphling spat out a vial of half-filled bottled magic. The vial was lighter than she remembered. Serein undid the stopper and spilled a few shimmering drops on its head. The bird ruffled its feathers before swallowing the bundle. Serein put the cork back in the bottle and let it sink into the shadow bird’s inky form.

How many more of these will they be able to send before they run out of bottled magic? And I still have three years left here as part of my agreement with Rameses…

The morphling left through the open balcony door and melted into the darkening sky. Shutting the door, Serein headed for her living chamber, Nala following. Rizwana glanced at her as she finished pouring amber tea into a blue and gold glass. Plates with saffron rice and dates, pickled vegetables, a tagine with grilled chicken in spiced yogurt, and a basket of buttered msemen bread filled the low table. A plate of raw goat meat sat in the middle, and Nala sniffed the air.

The maidservant set the copper berrad down, smoothing out her apron. “Can I get you anything else, Miss?” Rizwana asked, the lapis words fluttering over the food before dissolving in the steam.

“No. Thank you, Rizwana,” Serein said, draping the towel around her shoulders as she sat down. “It all smells delicious.”

The heat from the brazier in the corner of the room enveloped her as the woody, sweet smell of agarwood incense wafted from it. She put the plate of meat on the floor, and the tiger dug in, crunching on bones as pink stained her muzzle. Nala’s tail swished, and she plopped down.

“Did your injuries give you any issues while you were gone?” Rizwana grabbed the basket of dirty clothes she had collected earlier. Her pale headscarf fluttered with each hazel-colored step.

The smell of mint swirled around Serein. Hot tea carved its way down her throat as she took a sip. “Nothing unbearable,” she said, staring at the steam curling from the mouth of the teakettle.

“I just worry that you’re pushing yourself too hard,” Rizwana muttered as she left the chamber.

Silence beat in time with Serein’s pulse, the shadows growing longer as the sun sank behind the latticed windows. Five assassinations in the past month, she thought as she pulled apart strips of chicken and bread. It’ll all be worth it when I can drive a knife through Sethos’ throat.

Nala gnawed on a thick bone, tongue scraping the last bits of meat from it. It gave a dingy amber crack as she bit through it. Through the smell of spices and cooked meat, the faint stench of decay slithered into her nose. Serein swallowed, the mouthful of food turning sour in her stomach.

The smell of death will always follow you, volchitsa, Xansas told her, and the brand on her shoulder tightened.

Serein dropped the half-eaten piece of bread on her plate and stood. The last swaths of sunset released the sky as she grabbed a coiled grappling hook hanging on the wall and locked her chamber door. Once she became muharib and was able to request tools for her missions, it became the perfect solution for reaching the rafters easier.

She twirled the metal hook around several times before tossing it toward the ceiling. The hook wrapped around one of the beams and caught on the rope. She pulled it taut, making sure it held before climbing. The rough hemp fibers scraped her palms, muscles straining.

Serein grasped the rafter and heaved herself up. Cobwebs and dust decorated the beams. Stacks of papers cluttered the corners and half-melted candles pooled across the wood. Shadows from the hanging lanterns threw flickering shapes along the ceiling. She took two pieces of flint and struck them together over one of the candles. Silver-white scrapes sparked in the air until a flame caught the wick. The smell of tallow filled the space as the small flame ate away at the shadows, revealing the corners where bundles of letters and drawings wrapped in oilskins were tucked away. Her collection of stolen weapons, makeshift lock picks, bags of coins, and four black stone elephant and lion figurines were organized on an adjacent rafter.

She reached into her robe and pulled out the blank pages and unfurled the folio she’d taken from the El-Mofty house. Delicate orange scraping dusted the paper as she began copying the documents line by line. She’d found ledgers of the lord’s dealings hidden in the desk drawer among household records with letters to Old Kingdom rebels. A crude stamp of a twelve-branch tree at the bottom of the pages matched the one carved on the rock given to her by a Vale the night of the Malika’s name day diffa. She collected information like weapons, sharpening and stashing them until she could wield them against her enemies.

I count down the days, my Sun and Stars…she thought. Every mission brings me closer to escaping this place. Soon I’ll have enough secrets to bring Sethos down.
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Darkness pressed in around the hallways like thick shrouds. The girl blended into the shadows as she darted down the corridor, pale blue footsteps whispering across thick rugs. She stopped, listening to the silence, and the howling of the wind rattled the windows with amethyst fists. A bitter knot twisted in her stomach.

The guards moved through the courtyard below, torchlight catching the divots of their armor. She followed the winding passageways of the manor with Death in her wake. Lord Abarca’s room was located on the east side, unguarded. The sounds of the servants in the kitchen below seeped through the stones in muffled colors. An iron-studded door sat at the end of the hall as she poked her head around the corner.

Sage-green footsteps rippled across the floor from behind, and the girl darted to the window. The rusty latch refused to budge as she tried to pry it open, the approaching steps growing louder. Taking out a stiletto knife from her boot, she wiggled the thin blade underneath until the latch released. Chilly wind curled around her, pulling her out onto the slick ledge.

The girl clung to the wall and inched along toward the windows of Lord Abarca’s chambers. Moonlight melted across the lake below, a dark rippling eye watching her as she gripped the stonework. Bits of loose mortar scraped against her shoes and plunged into the waters. The knot wormed its way into the girl’s throat like a burning snake, unfurling into nausea.

“Are you going to make a mistake, volchitsa?” the white voice hissed, and the girl shuddered. “You know the cost of mistakes.”

Biting the inside of her cheek, she reached the window, pushing on the latch, and found it unlocked. She slipped into the darkness spotted by light orange snores. Lord Abarca lay in bed at the far end of the room. The girl gripped the stiletto, inching forward.

She approached the bedside of the sleeping man and gripped the weapon tight. One jab to the throat would be needed, silent and quick. She tried to put the nausea down, but it squeezed her throat, and the room spun around her. Hot bile burned her mouth as she doubled over and retched on the ground, sweat breaking out across her skin. Blood roared in her ears as she emptied the contents of her stomach, ragged yellow breathing streaking the air.

“What the—?!” The surprised orange words were muffled, the bed frame shifting with sharp blue creaks.

The girl spun around, lunging forward. The man moved, her blade diving deep into his shoulder instead of his throat. His scream sliced across her vision. The girl’s blood ran cold as another wave of nausea tried to claw its way out of her mouth. Drawing her dagger, she tried to silence him but left only a shallow wound across his throat before she doubled over again.

“Failure,” the White Snake’s pale voice said, burning into her flesh.

Blood slicked the girl’s hands, the smell of iron and vomit clogging her nose. Lord Abarca thrashed in his bed, letting out gurgling cries. The girl straightened and wiped saliva from her mouth. She didn’t feel feverish, but something wasn’t right inside.

“Don’t leave a job unfinished.” The words rattled around in her head.

As the girl moved to silence the man, the door burst open. Two guards rushed in, taking in the scene. One swung at her before she could attack. The sharp orange whistling came near the girl as she ducked, driving the stiletto into the man’s side. She yanked her weapon free as dark blue screams and agonized cries mixed together behind her. She darted for the window and leaped out into the night. The air rushed around her as she fell and crashed into the cold depths of the waters below.
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“Serein? Are you awake?”

The golden words rippled through the silence, and Serein cracked an eye open. A dark blue rap came through the door. Lavender and indigo painted the early morning skies. She sighed as she rubbed her eyes, pulling the quilted blanket closer. Nala shifted next to her, ears pointed at the other chamber.

Is it too much to be allowed to sleep in? Serein thought, rolling out of bed and throwing on a long robe.

Nala bounded into the living chamber, and Serein shuffled after her. The tiger sniffed at the floor, and Serein nudged her aside to open the door. Rameses smiled as he stood in the hallway, gold eyes bright. His dark beard rimmed his face.

“How can you be so energetic so early in the morning?” Serein asked. Seems severed hands and rotting heads didn’t keep him up.

“It’s just my natural disposition. And coffee,” Rameses told her with a wink. “Did I wake you?”

“Sleeping is what most people do at this hour,” she replied and let him in.

“Your tongue remains sharp no matter what time of day it is.”

Peach chimes tumbled out from the tiny gold bells hanging from Rameses’ ears as he stepped into the chamber, smoothing the front of his blue and white qamis. A checkered board was tucked under his arm, and he held a velvet bag of pieces. Beneath the board was a long, thin burl wood box the length of his forearm. Nala circled him as he rubbed her ears.

“I wanted to play a game of shatranj. I have devised a strategy that will finally beat you,” Rameses said, grinning.

“Big words, Rameses,” Serein said. “Remember them when you have to eat them.” What else did he bring with him besides the shatranj board? Last time he had a box, I got a new set of daggers. It seems to weigh less than the board, but not heavy enough to be something large made of steel or stone.

The umber chant of the morning prayer about the elemental children of Alkhaliq seeped through the windows, and the rosewood-colored trumpets of the elephants rose carried across the palace gardens.

“Speaking of eating, I made sure to have breakfast prepared as an added incentive for you to be up so early,” Rameses told her as he stood by the brazier that still gave off some heat.

“Hm. Tempting.” Serein yawned as she headed for her bedchamber. “I’m surprised you didn’t pay me a visit last night. Did yesterday unsettle you?” she asked, shutting the door.

“That was…unexpected. I thought you might have been exhausted from your journey and didn’t want to bother you.” His voice lost some of its cheeriness. “If I didn’t know you weren’t killing everyone my father sent you after, I would have believed that you’d killed that whole family. Where…did you get the hands and the head?”

She slipped out of her nightclothes. Rizwana had left the clean laundry on the desk chair, the dark robes folded on the top of the pile. Serein put on a loose green tunic with long sleeves and a pair of brown trousers.

“It’s best you don’t know, but you can sleep easy that I didn’t kill anyone to get them,” she replied.

“May Alkhaliq grant them peace,” he muttered. “I can’t believe that you put those body parts on the table. Does my father always ask you to bring back…proof of your kills?”

“That was Sethos’ idea. He wanted to remind his officers of the cost of treason. Usually, I leave them in his study. If you’re wondering what he does with them, I don’t know. He wants to make sure his enemies suffer in this life and in the next.” Rameses and Captain Stormheir haven’t seen what Sethos has me do on my missions before. He doesn’t display the heads or hands anywhere visible. Perhaps he just disposes of them once he has proof, or maybe he’s keeping them…Now they can see what kind of man their king is.

“It certainly sent a message.” She heard Rameses moving across the chamber and the muffled silver-white sound of stones clacking.

Serein brushed out her hair, the comb’s bristles catching on the knots. “It might be a message that will work in our favor,” she said. “The more his cruelty is made visible, the more people will start to see him for what he truly is and turn against him.”

Setting the comb down on the nightstand, she picked up a thin book laying beside it. She opened the bedchamber door and found Rameses staring at the bookshelf filled with thick volumes and tomes. Nala stretched out on the majlis couch, sunlight falling across her gold and black stripes.

“I’m sure some of those people in the war room knew the El-Mofty family and might argue about them being labeled traitors,” Rameses said, glancing at her. “Perhaps they will just blame you.”

“I can handle people despising me,” she told him, approaching the table where the shatranj board was laid out. Sixteen white and sixteen dark green polished stone pieces sat on the board. Shah, pil, rukh, farzin, asp, and pujada—the six pieces of shatranj. “As the war continues, their faith in him will crack.”

Rameses sighed through his nose and sat at the table, eyes boring into one of the elephant-shaped shatranj pieces. He blinked away a memory and met her gaze. “Seems you have taken my advice and gotten some more books.”

“Not as many as the ones you added in my absence,” Serein replied. I changed the locks after Xansas got in. Rizwana and I are the only ones with keys. He must have been bringing them when she was cleaning.

“I was hoping you wouldn’t notice,” Rameses told her. “I found a few more history books and a novel I think you will like. It’s called The Whisper of Sand and Flame. There’s action, political conflict, and a wonderful story of family within it that is loosely based on Sarddonian myths. It’s almost as good as Twisted Boughs. The romance is built up slowly throughout the story.”

“I’ve told you how I feel about fiction books.”

“It’s so much more than words on a page. It’s being immersed in another world. You bond with the characters. You get to experience a new life.”

“I’ve lived enough lives and met plenty of characters. Imaginary worlds end, and then all you’re left with is harsh reality.”

“I know I will find a book you enjoy sooner or later. I have a new list for you to read through.”

Serein stared at Rameses and sat with her back to the windows, adjacent to him. “I’m sure I’ll find time for all that reading between the traveling and killing,” she said and slid the book toward him. “Now, you promised breakfast and yet I see nothing. You may find conversation filling, but I don’t.”

“The kitchen servants should be bringing the food any moment,” Rameses said.

He looked at the book before picking it up and flipping through the pages. The door opened, and Ilderim let in three servants with trays of food. Nala chuffed at the newcomers as she sat up.

“See? Like I promised.”

The servants laid out the trays on the table. One had a large copper ibrik on a platter with painted ceramic mugs and bowls of sugar and cream. The smell of coffee, cardamon, anise, and cinnamon wafted up from the dark, still-bubbling liquid, making Serein’s mouth water. Plates with fruits, baskets of msemen, shakshouka in an ocher-colored tagine, and sfenj drizzled with honey and cinnamon were placed on the side of the table along with small dishes of honey, soft goat cheese, and olive oil. After days of hardtack, dried meat, and hard bread, the spread was a feast.

It’s a shame that being the royal assassin doesn’t include the perk of getting a cook to come with me on my missions, so I don’t have to eat rations, she thought.

“Welcome back, Serein,” Ilderim said, his ocher voice drifting like sand in the wind. The lion pin affixed to his maroon turban flashed against the sunlight streaming through the tower windows.

Serein reached for a piece of bread and apricot, glancing at the older wali. “As much as I enjoyed the burning sun and lack of water, I missed Oyon’s charm,” Serein replied. “It’s a shame the king doesn’t send me to a tropical location like Ginjarr or Sinabrac.”

“I will have to take you to Raz Nura,” Rameses said, setting the book on the floor beside him. “The oasis city has a jungle that stretches for almost two miles. They say it’s so verdant because of the waters Raz Nura summoned to save the town hundreds of years ago. I think you’d like it there.”

If Sethos ever decides to let some people live, I might have some time to relax.

One of the female servants glanced nervously at Nala as the tiger got up, smelling the plate of raw lamb the woman took off the tray with shaky hands. The woman nearly dropped it and shrieked when Nala tried to rush her, but Serein stopped the tigress with a sharp whistle. The servant left the meat on the floor and moved as far away as she could.

The tall male servant with a thin face stirred the coffee and set out blue cups with white painted lions on them. “How would you like your coffee, sayyidi?” the man asked. His pale green voice fell into the dark brown liquid.

“Sugar with some cream,” Rameses said.

The servant’s gaze darted to Serein, lips pursing as he took in her scarred face. “And for you?”

“Plain,” Serein replied and set the book in her lap.

Rameses straightened his pieces while the servant poured their coffee. “How you can drink plain coffee baffles me still,” he said, the gold bands of his haya bracelet flashing as he moved.

“I’m not fond of sweet things,” she told him. “The spices in it are enough.” Serein reached for her cup, spiced steam warming the inside of her nose.

Rameses straightened. “Thank you. You can leave us,” he told the servants. “In about an hour or so we should be finished.”

The three servants bowed and left. Ilderim remained by the door, and for a moment the only sound in the chamber was Nala crunching on bones. Rameses sipped his coffee, sighing, and took a bite out of a honey-soaked sfenj.

He’s here to talk about more than just a game of shatranj.

“I will let you have the first move,” he said and set the cup down.

Silver-white clacks jumped across the squares from the pieces hitting against the board as Serein made her opening move with one of the green asps. The horse-shaped piece surveyed the board.

Rameses grinned. “Going for the offensive I see. That’s a bold move for you.” He rolled a small pujada piece in his hand, the rounded pawn resting against the faint scar across his palm.

“How is the painting of the palace I commissioned coming along?” His gold question glittered over the board.

Serein’s finger rested on the head of one of her elephant-shaped pils before she moved it forward. “I’ve been busy, so it’s progressing slowly. You also asked me to draw plans for your library,” she said, scooping up a chunk of shakshouka onto the flat msemen. The spicy egg smeared across the bread as she took a bite.

His brow creased as he bent over the board. “My father has been keeping you busy this month.”

She reached for a slice of mango. “He’s trying to make the most of his new asset while I’m still useful to him. Part of me wonders if he plans to run me ragged so that I’ll slip up, and he can justify getting rid of me.”

The sweet and tart juices from the mango brought back a brief memory of summers in Kona, her mother climbing up to grab the freshest ones and cutting them into bright suns on a plate.

Rameses made another move. His advances were halted, and he leaned back, arms crossed. “Do you really think he will do that?”

“He trusts me as much as I trust him. There’s a reason he never offered me a room in the royal wing with the other muharib and guards. Fang was the preferred choice until I killed him. I’m not unconvinced that he didn’t somehow get the bottled magic into Fang’s hand in the hopes he’d kill me. But I have no proof, only what I know about him.” And murdering people he sees as threats is like breathing to him.

“Having a new chamber might be safer than this one. Xansas would have a harder time breaking into a chamber in the Royal Wing of the palace,” Rameses said.

“If I did have a room in that part of the palace and he got into your father’s chamber, all eyes would turn to me regardless of my innocence,” she replied. “This is a familiar place. And I know about the hidden passages that run through that wing, and I’m sure the Golden Jackals do, too. We wouldn’t be able to have these chats as easily.” I doubt those chambers would have such nice rafters to hide secrets in either.

Rameses nodded, nibbling on a piece of buttered msemen. “Are you and Uriah having any luck finding Xansas?”

She dabbed another piece of bread into the tomato and pepper sauce, soaking up the spilled egg yolk mixed in. The spicy sauce lingered on her tongue. “I haven’t spoken with him since I returned to know if any new leads have been uncovered,” she said, plotting her next moves across the black and white squares.

“It seems to me like you both have been spending more time together looking for him since the Aikhtiar,” he muttered and brushed crumbs from his beard.

“Are you upset that you’re unable to join in?”

“Chasing down a dangerous assassin sounds more exciting than war room meetings and potential bride interviews.”

“What we’re really doing isn’t that exciting. More like wandering the streets and finding dead ends. I haven’t had much time to follow up on every lead with all the traveling and killing and trying not to die. I don’t think I’ve spoken to the good captain in weeks. Seems he’s been avoiding me.” And judging by his expression in the war room when he saw the body parts, he’s probably remembering what I really do. I wonder if he’ll finally start to see Sethos for the cruel man he is.

She continued eating away at the breakfast spread, advancing across the board and countering Rameses’ moves. The shakshouka was almost gone, and an odd quiet filled her ears. Serein glanced up to find Rameses’ gaze fixated on her. Fear flashed in his golden irises in the depth of sadness.

“Admiring my new scars? They match the old ones quite nicely,” Serein said, the line across her left eye tightening as she blinked.

“I’m sorry,” Rameses said and looked away.

“I don’t need your apologies. It doesn’t change what happened,” Serein told him.

“I still bear some of the responsibility.”

“Did you use magic on me? Did you stab me?”

“No, but I⁠—”

“No.” The sharp yellow word snapped between them, slicing through the golden cloud. “Death is always a high probability. There will be things we can’t predict.” The closer we get to the truth, the more dangerous things will be, she thought, looking into the darkness of her coffee.

Rameses let out a sigh, hands resting in his lap. He ran his thumb along the scar on his palm where he had made the blood pact with her months ago. “You haven’t talked about what happened in the arena…”

She tasted blood and hot sand on her tongue through the bitterness of the coffee. Fang’s opaque blue laugh dug into her wounds. The sight of Death looming so close in the arena, rolling the piece of silver wood in his papery hand, and his touch chilled Serein’s blood. She had felt her life bleeding out onto the sands under the colored cacophony of the crowds. The dark rumblings of the black beast scraped along the inside of her chest with each struggling breath.

“There’s nothing to talk about,” she replied.

“You almost died. That’s not nothing,” Rameses said.

“It’s not the first time. Death and I dance frequently.” A man may trick Death once, may evade him a second time, but very rarely does he escape a third time. Seems I keep testing my luck.

Rameses rubbed his chin as she took another one of his pieces. “Are your injuries still causing you pain?”

“Just some discomfort. Fang tried his hardest to maim and kill,” Serein said and caught the flash of fear in his eyes at the mention of the Zhao warrior. “You’re afraid of me.”

His hand stopped over the board. “There was so much blood…I didn’t know if you would die. You looked dead,” he replied, holding an asp above a white square. “I thought you would die.”

“That’s being afraid for me.” She fixed him with a hard stare. “I’m discussing your fear of me.” He and Uriah have given me the same looks since the match with Fang. Worry, like I’m going to fall apart at any minute while having that look of fear if I make a sudden move. Rameses I can understand, but for the captain to give me such concern might mean deeper feelings.

Rameses swallowed as he chewed on his lower lip. “I…”

She rested her elbows on the table, hands folded together. “You should be afraid of me. I killed a man with my hands and tore out his heart. Don’t forget what I am, or you may live to regret it.”

You’re just like me, volchitsa. You enjoy the kill. The white voice slithered up her spine. It coiled around her throat, scales brushing against her skin. You can try to deny that you don’t, but you love the thrill of it.

“But you are also the protector of amirs and counselor of amirahs. Caretaker of blind tiger cubs,” Rameses said, looking at Nala. “You create magnificent paintings. You bleed red like the rest of us. I shouldn’t be afraid of you.”

Serein’s mouth curled into a smirk. “That duality should scare you even more. My smile doesn’t convey my love for carnage?”

He took a swig of coffee and leaned against the table. “Even I can tell that’s not a real smile, Grinning Assassin. I say you are an eccedentesiast,” he said, setting the cup down.

“You’ll have to clarify that word for me.”

“It means one who hides behind a smile.”

“You think I’m hiding behind a smile?” Her head tilted to the side. “What would I be hiding?”

“Would you really tell me if I asked? Getting answers out of you is harder than getting water from stone.”

“It depends on if you ask the right question. A broad question will give you a vague answer,” Serein told him.

“Where did you send the El-Mofty family?”

“To a place in Edolas that has been taking refugees from the Old Kingdom. Steinprófaður. As long as they keep a low profile, they should remain alive and safe. He has instructions on where to send a message should he need to reach us.”

“His knowledge of the troop and trading movements was important to the rebels ambushing the caravans along the Silver Road. His ‘death’ will probably slow them down, but not for long.”

“I couldn’t find anything incriminating against Sethos, only coded letters and drafts addressed to an ‘Ibis.’ Omar was hesitant to give me the code, and wasn’t willing to give up who his rebel contact was. He was getting a cut of the goods stolen from the caravans, and his motivations for aiding the rebels seemed to be more out of frustration over the high taxes imposed on him instead of a hatred toward Sethos. I suspect the threat to his family might now change his views.”

“Do you think he’ll try to contact this Ibis and the rebels again now that he’s in hiding?” Rameses asked.

The sunlight seeping through the window warmed her back. “He might, although I warned him what would happen if he did.” The rebels are going to find out sooner or later that Sethos’ own son is working against him. Rameses might not have a choice about allying with them, despite his reservations.

Serein moved her farzin next to Rameses’ shah, knocking the malika piece over. The stone piece hit the polished wood with a blue thunk, ending the game. She drank the now lukewarm coffee, the spiced dregs giving her a kick of ginger at the end.

A gold tsk slipped past Rameses’ lips. “I thought I would win this time,” he said, shaking his head as he cracked a smile.

“You forgot to watch your flank. Your enemy won’t come head-on,” Serein told him. Too much confidence. He still has a long way to go if he’s going to defeat his father and take the throne. But that time might be approaching quicker than he’d like.

“I expect no less from you. I concede defeat. As they say, ‘Each failure brings one closer to success.’”

Tilting the cup back, Serein finished off the last dregs of her coffee. “It’s a good thing we weren’t betting money,” she said. “Now, the box. You’re keeping me in suspense.”

The corners of his mouth curled upwards as he picked up the box and held it out to her. The amber burl wood was glossy.

“You haven’t figured out what it is yet?” Rameses asked.

“I have a list of what it’s not. It’s not heavy enough to be a set of daggers or a large piece of armor, not with its size. It’s not light enough to be a quill or colored drawing sticks. You wouldn’t dare give me jewelry. If you’re smart, you’ll have learned that I don’t need anything frivolous, so it’s most likely something practical. Clothing, paint jars, maybe a small weapon.”

“Next time I will have to weigh down the box to throw you off,” he said. “It took me a while to find a smith and a mechanist who could create what you specified, but I found the right one.”

The smooth box slid between her hands as she set it in front of her. Underneath the lid a pair of dark bracers rested on a bed of crushed velvet. Turning the bracers over, Serein found hidden blades attached underneath. The faint smell of oil wafted off the metal and leather. Twelve thin replacement blades lay in neat gleaming rows.

A smile formed across Serein’s face. I didn’t think I’d see anything like this again.

“You look pleased. I don’t think I have seen you smile like this before,” Rameses told her.

Serein strapped the bracers on and flicked her wrist, unsheathing the seven-inch Sarlyrian blades, the end of their flat handles poking out. She grasped the knives’ handles, and they swiveled, allowing her to hold them. The grip fit in her hands with ease.

“Very impressive. Fluid release mechanism. A versatile, moveable blade. The man you found is a genius,” Serein said.

“The mechanist I showed your designs to was impressed with your detailed drawings.”

Serein sheathed the blades, touching the handguards. She undid the straps and placed the bracers back in the box. “I can’t take credit for their design,” she said. This was the Snake’s creation. How fitting that I might use these to kill him. “These are even better than the ones I had.”

“I’m glad you like them. I apologize that I couldn’t give them to you during the Aikhtiar…” The smile faltered and dropped from his face.

“The daggers were enough. This kind of work can’t be rushed.”

He keeps handing you weapons to use against his father. What delicious irony.

Despite the warmth from the brazier, Xansas’ voice turned the air frigid. A blue knock cut through the white fog, and Ilderim opened the door. Rasima Amal bint Sethos al-Amirmoez stood in the hallway with her wali, Karam, and Laia the handmaiden. Ilderim bowed to her.

“Serein! You’re back!” Rasima said, smiling. Her excited violet tone filled the chamber.

She hurried toward them in a fluttering of blue fabric and pushed back the white headscarf that hid most of her face. Nala, clutching a bone in her mouth, got up and bounded to Rasima. Karam’s hand went to his scimitar, and Laia moved closer to him with wide eyes. Serein whistled and Nala stopped, looking back at her.

Rasima rushed towards Serein and wrapped her arms around her neck. Serein’s skin prickled at her touch, but she didn’t pull away.

“When did you get back?” the Amirah asked, her eyes bright.

“Yesterday,” Serein replied as Rasima pulled away and sat next to her.

“I feel hurt that my sister greets you instead of me,” Rameses said, feigning an offended look as he scooped up the shatranj pieces and put them away in the velvet bag. “And she didn’t even have the decency to bring us more coffee.”

“I see you all the time, Rameses. I feel like I hardly see Serein anymore,” Rasima told him as she adjusted her purple haya bracelet. Fourteen silver bands were now strung along the cords. “How long will you be home this time?”

“I don’t know,” Serein told her as the tiger came over. She set the box on the floor. “Maybe a few days.” Until Sethos finds someone else he wants to get rid of.

Disappointment settled on Rasima’s face as a crease formed between her eyebrows. “I wish you weren’t gone so much. You need to take care of yourself and let your injuries heal fully.”

“I’m healed enough, but I appreciate the concern.”

Rasima scratched Nala behind her ears and reached for a sfenj. “Have you been able to use the scarf I got you?”

“I have. It helped to keep the cold at bay as I traveled through the desert.”

Rameses gathered up the shatranj board and the book as he stood.

“Are you leaving?” Rasima asked as she looked up at him, licking honey from her fingers.

“Yes, Rasi. I have a few meetings and have to see a few potential brides,” Rameses said, placing a hand on his sister’s head as he passed by. He flicked the veil back over her face and jumped back as she tried to hit him.

“Fine! Leave if you’re going to mess with me!” Rasima said, trying to hide the smile from her voice. “I really only wanted to talk with Serein anyway.”

“See how she wounds me?” Rameses placed a hand over his heart in mock hurt. “Try not to eat all the snfej.”

The Amirah raised an eyebrow at him. “It looks like they’re mostly gone anyway, and I know Serein doesn’t eat sweets.”

Rameses gave Serein an exasperated look. “I’ll have the servants come up with more coffee,” he said, his gold voice lingering in the chamber as he left.

Rasima turned back around to Serein. The sunlight turned her eyes into two molten disks.

“Did you beat him at shatranj?”

“I did,” Serein said, peeling an orange segment from the peel. “He’s getting better.”

“I missed having you at my name day diffa at the beginning of the month.” Rasima rubbed Nala’s back as the tiger stretched out on the floor by her.

“Your father keeps me busy.” If she’s thought a lot about what it is I really do, it doesn’t seem to faze her, since she’s here chatting with me over breakfast, Serein thought, leaning against the table. Although if she heard about the head and the hands, I don’t think she would be here.

“I hope you won’t be too busy to attend my coming-of-age ceremony next week.” 

“We’ll see. It’ll be up to the king.”

“I’ll talk to him. I’d like you to be there, so maybe I can convince Baba to give you some extra time to stay here.” The girl reached across the table for another sfenj and a piece of sliced mango. “Tell me about Fayrouz. I hear the oasis’ water is as blue as the sky.”

If the princess can convince a man like Sethos that she’d prefer to have an assassin at her ceremony than any other decent person, then she’ll make a formidable ruler someday.
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The cold night air caressed Serein’s face as she spun around, landing in a low crouch. The twin Sarlyrian blades glinted under the smiling moon with a faint bluish sheen. Constellations dusted the sky, bright gems spilled across thick velvet. The sand from the sparring ring in the guards’ courtyard shifted beneath her. Serein caught the scent of decaying flesh and the white whisper of Xansas’ voice on the amethyst wind. She stopped, eyes opening, heart pounding. Sweat tickled the back of her neck as it ran down her warmed skin, cooling against the winter night.

It’s all in my head. Not enough sleep. The healer’s sleeping powders are losing their effectiveness, she thought. She flipped the daggers around in her hands, readying another set of stances. Feels like no matter how many baths I take, the smell of rot still lingers.

“Do you ever rest?” a gruff voice asked, sprouting green trees in the air.

“You’re one to talk,” Serein replied, glancing over her shoulder as Uriah approached.

The light from the lantern in Uriah’s hand spilled around him, turning his hair and stubbly beard into copper threads. Under his eyes were the familiar shadows of sleepless nights. His thick white tunic was stretched across his chest, dark sirwal trousers blending into the night. The leather chord of his necklace dangled against his neck with a black piece of tourmaline hanging from it. A set of training daggers were looped through his belt, and his scimitar hung on his left side.

“Did you come out here looking for me, Captain Stormheir?” Serein asked. “You seemed to be avoiding me yesterday. Usually when I return from a mission, you waste no time filling me in about new leads and things I’ve missed while I was gone.”

Uriah frowned, expression turning surly. “I wasn’t avoiding you. I have a city to protect and other things to do besides hunt Xansas.” His right index finger twitched as his hand hung at his side. “I came here to check on my men and the state of the barracks.”

“Is that a problem that needs to be attended to at night with a pair of training daggers?” Still a terrible liar. He must have spotted me and grabbed them from the armory, she thought.

His frown deepened. “Why are we even arguing about this?”

She smirked. “I’m not the one getting defensive. If the body parts in the war room yesterday bothered you, you don’t need to lie about it,” Serein replied, twirling a dagger. “If you’re not here to spar or inform me of a new development with Xansas, then we have nothing more to discuss.”

“I…” Uriah stopped. “I do want to talk with you.”

“Seems like you wanted to talk with blades first. You must be feeling confident if you’ve come prepared to spar this late at night against a muharib.”

Uriah rolled his eyes as he hung the lantern from one of the hooked poles at the edge of the ring. He set his scimitar on a hay bale and grasped the daggers, stepping into the ring across from her. Nightjars called out nearby, pale red trills drifting over the tops of the barracks. Serein faced him and adjusted her grip on her weapons while she waited for him to make the first move.

He rushed at Serein with a dagger raised. Steel clashed with steel, sharp bursts of orange filling the air as she parried the attack. Serein flipped one of the blades around and aimed it at his left side. Brow creasing, Uriah slapped her wrist away with the side of his arm and jabbed at her stomach. She twisted her torso away from the blade, darting behind him with a curved grin.

“Have you been training while I’ve been away?” Serein asked. “You’ve learned to finally hold the dagger correctly.” His left has improved. His movements are quicker too, and he’s not holding them like he’s going to bludgeon someone.

“Firoz has been sparring with me,” Uriah said as he spun around, the daggers held up in front of him.

Serein aimed the second dagger under his arm as he went to deflect her other strike. “Don’t overcompensate with your right to protect your left. I’d suggest using only one weapon.”

He shifted and knocked the second blade down. The scar along the bridge of his nose creased as his eyes narrowed. “Why? To put me at a disadvantage?”

She slashed through the green cloud between them. “No. You’re more skilled wielding a weapon in your right hand. You’re spending your energy trying to master two weapons at once when you’re suited for one.”

As Uriah moved, right arm swinging toward her, Serein lunged left. She grabbed his hand and twisted it backward, wrenching the dagger free. He hissed through his teeth as his eyes widened. She snatched the orange and brown string tying his hair back.

“Did you get distracted?” she asked and released him. “If you’re not careful, you’ll end up with scars like mine.”

He straightened, scowling at her. The woven cord fluttered between her fingers. Uriah reached for it, but she pulled it away from his hand. “Serein.”

“Are you going to complain to Rameses that I won’t give you back your hair tie? It’s not my fault that you can’t hold onto your things.”

“Stop that,” he said, snatching the cord back from her.

“Seems you still need to work on your sense of humor.”

Uriah sighed as he set the daggers down on a hay bale, pushing hair back out of his face. “Have you been able to find out anything new about Xansas’ whereabouts?”

His quiet green voice trickled onto the sandy ground, and Serein’s smile flattened, an ember of anger flaring in her stomach. Her sweat cooled along her skin as the night air blew against her.

“This isn’t the place to be having this conversation. You forget that the night has ears.” There’s been nothing from my contacts or from Eneca’s that’s been useful. No sight of Mayte since she disappeared months ago. If we can find and follow her, there’s a chance she could lead us to him.

“Everyone here knows you’re looking for Xansas, so what does it matter if we speak openly about it?” Uriah asked, and she shot him a look as she sheathed her weapons. “Fine. We won’t talk about it. We can sit here in silence.”

“I was planning on doing that. You’re the one who came out here to talk.”

Uriah breathed into his hands as he rubbed them together. A worried look rested in the furrowed lines of his brow, and he stared at her, hands on his knees. Shadows flickered across his face and settled in the hollows beneath his eyes.

“Did you have to place…the head and hands on the table like that?”

“I considered throwing them in Sethos’ lap.”

The crevices of Uriah’s scowl deepened. “You wouldn’t have dared,” he said.

“I do like keeping my head attached to my body,” she replied.

A heavy sigh spilled down the front of Uriah’s tunic. “But I don’t understand how…” he began under his breath as he looked around. “You say that you care for”—Serein shot him a glare—“them, yet you…you still kill the way you do so easily. How does that not bother you?”

Serein’s chest tightened. “I’ve done what I’ve had to in order to survive,” she muttered, the yellow words soft against her scarred lips. “You know what people do in the service of Sethos. I know what soldiers like you did in the Old Kingdom. The only difference is that your acts are celebrated as heroism and mine are whispered in the shadows. It wasn’t my idea to bring dismembered parts back to the war room. I never forget the people I’ve killed. They remind me of the cost of what I choose to do. I’ve come to terms with what I’ve done and the consequences that will eventually find me.”

“But don’t you regret what you’ve done, even if you were forced to do it?”

“Regret doesn’t change what’s been done, only what you do going forward. I can’t soften, not until the threats are gone. I’ll face whatever punishment the Lights have for me if forgiveness is out of reach.”

Will they recoil in horror knowing how many lives you’ve ended? Will they still love you when they know what you are? You’re not meant to hold onto anything with such deadly hands, volchitsa, Xansas said in Serein’s ear, and a painful lump formed in her throat.

Uriah’s hands curled into fists against his knees as he stood. Palpable silence formed around him, the distant look in his eyes pulling him back to some memory. He shook his head and inhaled a deep breath.

“I’m not…I don’t call myself a hero. I didn’t serve for glory…” he said quietly. “I only followed orders.”

“As am I, and the results are the same. People have died because of the orders we’ve been given—and by the same person,” she told him as she walked past. “We choose to follow those orders.”

Uriah’s gray footsteps crunched along the gravel behind Serein as he followed her, the lantern light illuminating the way. The nighttime whispers of the wind and the conversations of wandering guards drifted through the barracks, leaving faint streaks of color in the air. Uriah’s footsteps continued to creep into the edges of her vision as they entered the palace. Soft tendrils of sounds crawled along Alqamar’s marble insides, evidence that not everything was asleep.

“Why are you following me? Don’t you have barracks to check?” Serein shot as he fell in step beside her.

“I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to sound harsh,” Uriah said. “Are you doing alright?”

Lanterns hung along the walls and threw star-shaped shadows across the arched ceilings. Serein’s eyes darted to each shifting shadow, fingertips brushing against the sheaths of her daggers.

“I’m not hurt by your words, Captain. I’ve heard worse.”

“Not about that. About what happened in the arena. You haven’t talked about it.”

She glanced at him and found him staring at her. He almost turned away, but continued to hold her gaze. The lantern light deepened the shadows under his eyes.

“There isn’t much to talk about. I barely remember what I did to Fang. I almost died but didn’t.”

“I just don’t understand how that hasn’t affected you.” His voice lowered.

Fang’s name stirred up a white ringing in her ears, the smell of blood, piss, and death hitting her. Muddled flashes mixed together with Fang’s warped features and his heart in her hand. A yellow scream, muffled green words, and a pale silver whisper. Pain worked through her stomach.

She sighed through her nose. “Seems like you and Rameses are the ones who need to talk about it more than I do since you both keep bringing it up. I’ve come close to dying several times, so it’s starting to lose its impact. Was it a pleasant experience? No. I wasn’t expecting to have my insides shredded. If anything, it’s reminded me that there’s too much at stake to be careless. I don’t have time to die while Xansas still draws breath.”

“We can’t kill Xansas. Not until we get all the information we can from him,” Uriah told her.

“Keeping him alive isn’t wise. You don’t know what that man is capable of or how far his reach extends,” she replies. “He took down an entire assassin group called the Smiling Bane on his own. Sethos’ forces don’t scare him.”

“Who are the Smiling Bane?”

“The group that used to be in the Bone Viper’s hideout. Xansas killed them before I became an assassin. All I know is that he might have been trained by them.” The brand across her shoulder ached. “You won’t be able to break the man who’s perfected torturing others. You’ll just get bitten without learning anything useful.”

“We still have to try and find him and Mayte and bring them in for questioning. Then justice can be carried out.”

“There’s not enough justice in the world to correct what Xansas has done.”

His sigh punched a hole in the quiet air like a verdant stone. “It’s not up to me to decide if Xansas gets to live. The Malik wants him alive, and I have to bring him in, regardless of your feelings.”

I won’t give Sethos the satisfaction of ending Xansas. That’s my right, she thought as they approached the east wing of the palace.

“And since you know how dangerous he is, that’s why I want to make sure you’re up to catching him,” Uriah added, and she stopped at the base of the tower.

“Is that what this is about?” Serein asked, fixing a pointed stare on him. “Do you question my abilities or resolve?”

“I need your help to find him, and if what happened in the arena is affecting you too much, I want to know and give you time to fully recover. I know what effect Xansas has on you, and what happens when you’re pushed too far.”

The last sentence hung heavy between them. “So, you’re afraid I might lose my senses and kill someone because I’m too stressed.”

“No…But I’ve never seen someone kill another person like that. You may not remember, but I do. And I don’t know what you’ll do when you see Xansas again,” he said, the lantern swaying in his hand.

“I never brutally murdered someone who didn’t deserve it.” It’ll still be too light a punishment for what Xansas and Sethos have done.

He frowned. “That isn’t reassuring, Serein. I don’t want to see you hurt, either.” Uriah looked at something farther down the hall.

“Considerate, but unnecessary. Your energy and concern is better spent elsewhere. Perhaps on your own well-being, since you’re the one wrestling with their conscience.”

Serein quickly headed up the stairs, hoping to hear nothing behind her, but gray footfalls overlapped with her blue ones. The light following her pushed back the shadows of the dim stairwell.

He’s changed since the Aikhtiar, and his growing concern is irritating, she thought. He stares at me too much with that worried look, and I don’t think he realizes he’s doing it.

“Do you enjoy being so frustrating and confrontational?” Uriah finally said once they reached her floor.

“About as much as you seem to like following me around and asking vague, pointless questions,” she replied. “If you have something to say, then say it plainly so you can stop wasting my time and patience.”

Serein grabbed the key from around her neck but found the door unlocked. She froze, reaching for her dagger as her heartbeat thrummed in her fingertips.

“What’s wrong?” Uriah asked, stopping behind her.

“Rizwana?” Serein called, cracking the door open.

Silence greeted her as she stepped inside, scanning the dim interior. Nala bounded toward her, tail swishing with excitement. Her milky white eyes reflected the bright light.

Did Rizwana come back for something after she did the laundry and let Nala out? She never leaves the door unlocked, she thought as the tiger bumped against her leg.

A shape caught in a shaft of moonlight caught her eye. Seven flowers sat in a vase on the table with petals tinged the color of blood and black centers like pupil-less eyes. Anemones. Unease slithered up like rancid oil in her stomach.

Why are there flowers here? Rizwana wouldn’t have left something like this here.

She rushed into the bedchamber and found it empty. The bathing chamber door was open. Everything was straightened and clean. The balcony doors remained locked with no signs of tampering. Her pulse climbed into her throat as she turned, gaze settling on a pale sheet of paper on her bed. With the end of her dagger, she flipped it over to reveal a drawing of a pond surrounded by forests and a house with a massive tree growing behind it. Red ink smeared the page as Xansas’ straight handwriting slashed across the charcoal lines. The knife tip trembled as Serein tried to breathe with the cold heat sitting on her lungs.

This was hidden in the secret spot behind the drawer, she thought as she gripped the sheets to steady herself. Her scars writhed as they tried to free themselves from her skin. Does he know where this place is now? He can’t…unless he’s discovered what I’m hiding in the rafters. If he finds the letters from Titus and Abelia or the other drawings, he’ll be able to find Astra and Luca.

You’ve come up in the world since we were last face to face, Serein. I watched your fight with the Zhao warrior. You should have seen yourself. So cruel and terrifying. You became everything I hoped you’d be and more. Do you remember me coming to your bedside while you recovered from your injuries? I hope you dreamed about me.

Now you bend your knee to the king and go at his beck and call. Where has your vengeance gone? My offer to bring him down together still stands. I could have killed him today. Or yesterday while you played a game with the prince. But I stayed my hand because I want you to have your revenge. You need only seek me out, and I can offer you the chance you’ve been waiting for.

This is a reminder that no matter what locks you use, wherever you hide yourself, I can find you. Will you be meeting with that informant of yours? Perhaps I’ll buy a lamp from him and see what about them intrigues you so much.

This drawing must be special to you. It even moved you to tears I see, judging by the stains. Is this where you’ve hidden our child? It reminds me of the mural of Saint Shukri surrounded by all his plants. Someday we can go back to this place together. Or maybe I’ll find it and meet our child myself.

Enjoy the flowers. May they remind you of me.

The lines of Xansas’ words burned behind Serein’s eyelids as she blinked. His cold presence pressed against her spine, tracing a finger along the snake brand on her shoulder. White whispers brushed her ear, and Serein shuddered. Her pulse clogged her throat as she tried to breathe.

He was in the infirmary when I was unconscious, and no one knew. This is what he wants. To remind me that I can’t do anything. Even with changing the lock and Sethos’ increased guards around the palace, he still got in. He’s coming for me no matter what I do.

“Serein?”

Uriah’s voice made her freeze. Serein’s hand clenched around the dagger handle, and she bit down on the inside of her cheek.

Breathe. Breathe through the fear. Crush it and think.

“What’s going on?” Uriah asked as he stood in the doorway to the bedchamber.

Nala jumped on the bed and tried to grab the letter, but Serein stabbed it and moved it out of reach.

“Xansas was here,” Serein said, the name sliding across her tongue like acid. “I don’t know how long ago he was here, but he’s probably long gone.”

Uriah’s eyes widened as he stared at the impaled letter. “Do you think he’s still in the palace?”

Green clouded the edges of her vision as she opened a desk drawer and let the crumpled sketch fall inside. She brushed past him into her living chamber. The red anemones grabbed her attention again.

The ink was fully dried, hours old most likely. Rizwana doesn’t come by the room this late, and Nala is unharmed. How could she miss the flowers? Or is she involved in all this? Something isn’t adding up.

Setting the lantern down, his hand went to his scimitar. “Serein.”

“I don’t know if he’s still in the palace. He’s taunting me with the letter and the flowers. He’s most likely gone back into the city. Xansas didn’t come here to kill Sethos yet.”

Serein looked upward to the rafters. Her heart clenched at the thought of Xansas poring over her letters, delving deep into hidden pieces of her heart.

“How can you be so sure?”

She grabbed her cloak and the vambraces, strapping them around her wrists. Nala followed, trying to bite the end of Serein’s rida’. Serein snapped her fingers and gave a sharp whistle, making the tiger stop.

“He left me a letter reminding me that he wants me to join him to take the king down.”

“Xansas is a criminal and a liar. A letter could be a ploy or a trap.”

“Then go check on the king. Raise the alarm. Do whatever you want. But you won’t find him in the palace.” The mural of Saint Shukri is in the Copper District. Too specific to be coincidence. If he’s leaving hints, then it’s possible he’s already gone, she thought, heart pounding. But if he’s there, I won’t let him get away.

“Where are you going?!” Uriah’s shout chased Serein down the hallway and staircase.

Her scars tightened with each step, Uriah’s gray footfalls bouncing down the stairwell. He risked sneaking into the palace to leave the flowers and the message, but I doubt he’ll risk sticking around here for too long.

The cold air hit her teeth as she stepped out of the palace. Serein kept to the shadow of the walls, glancing at every shifting bush and pausing around the corners. The gardens rushed past her as she slipped through them, the dagger hilt digging into her left hand. When she glanced behind her, Uriah was gone.

I know how to find you, volchitsa, Xansas whispered in her ear. I know what you’ll do next before you do.

Serein bit the inside of her cheek, the pain driving away the voice. The red calls of the nightjars bloomed in the air. Tattered threads of a memory fell, splotches of crimson petals burning behind her eyelids as she blinked.

Those flowers…I’ve seen them before in the city. Anemones, but where? she thought. And why would he leave flowers?

The arches of bougainvillea shifted in the amethyst wind. She headed for the servant’s entrance on the wall, showing her muharib pendant to the guards before they could stop her. They allowed her to pass, and the gatekeeper watched her warily from his lantern-lit nook by the narrow door. The hinges let out a teal groan as Serein opened the gate and stepped onto the road. She glanced around before darting between the buildings of the Gold District.

The streets curved and twisted before her. Colors blurred around her as she wove past people blocking her path. Dingy lantern light bled over the worn murals of Saints along dusty walls. Serein followed the labyrinth of the sloping city, the arteries of brick and stone mapped in her mind. The minutes tightened like a noose, and the sense of dread cooled into a twisted mass in her stomach. The hairs along the back of her neck rose, and a shiver crawled down her spine.

She came to a square intersecting the Gold District and the Copper District, the smells of cooking fires and grilled meat hitting her nose. With each person passing by, she looked for a flash of white hair and bright green eyes—waiting for Xansas to strike from the shadows.

How has he been able to evade the city guard and the Jackals? Even with his resources and ability to hide, he can’t remain undetected for long, she thought as she raced down a sloping street.

She passed the familiar white and ocher facades near the glassblowing building, and the stall where Faysal sold lamps and lanterns. Serein stopped, pressing against the warm brick wall of a tenement building. Under the weak moonlight, the mural of Saint Shukri’s vines stretched like green cracks up the side of a storehouse. Flowers sprouted from his hair as plants swirled around him in faded paint. A cat loped past with a rat in its mouth while a few people wandered about.

Xansas mentioned the mural, and Faysal’s house is a few blocks away, so does he know the glassblower is one of my contacts?

Serein glanced around the open courtyard. Her eyes drifted to the roofs of nearby buildings pushed close together. She darted over to the side of a tavern and climbed up the worn stairs. Large jars for collecting water sat next to the darkened outlines of squatty trees and potted plants. Serein walked across the roof and jumped to the next building, keeping the mural and the glassblowing warehouse in sight. The movement sent a spike of pain through her stomach, and she paused to catch her breath. A jagged green echo bounced off the bricks before disappearing.

She spotted the lantern shop she and Faysal met at. Here, she thought, gripping one of the daggers. He could have been watching from here or hiding inside any of these buildings, but I won’t be able to search them all. Or it’s possible he’s trying to trap me.

A flash of red caught Serein’s eye through the gaps between the houses, and she stopped. At the base of a plain house with darkened windows, flowers like drops of blood grew in thick clusters. She jumped across the nearby rooftops to reach the house. Red anemones swayed in the wind by the front door. Scuff marks and footprints marred the fine layer of sand covering the roof. The thatched covering on top of the house had a few cushions and a blanket underneath it. Nearby was a small clay brazier with dead coals inside.

One set of footprints and signs that someone’s been sleeping up here.

Serein turned, and a fresh anemone tied to one of the posts stared at her with a single black-eyed center. The moonlight streaming through the thatched covering fell across the lines carved along the wood below it. A shiver ran down her spine as she recognized her name etched over and over. The words became a hissing, white noise ringing in her ears. The phantom pain of Xansas’ knife scratching his name into her flesh traveled along her arm. Anger twisted around her fear, fighting to strangle it.

He’s been here. Living here for who knows how long. And I’m too late. The cold air didn’t cool her anger. Who did he trick into letting him stay here, or did he just kill them and take this place? But if he killed them, why would he sleep out in the open in the middle of winter?

Unsheathing her dagger, Serein slipped down the stairs, and stood in front of the cluster of flowers that hadn’t yet been taken by the frost. Some of the stems had been cut. The thought of the White Snake picking flowers was a jarring one. She turned to the door, listening for movement inside before she reached up to knock.

“What are you doing?”

The forest-green words left jagged trails in the air. She looked up to find Uriah and four city guards approaching. The lanterns two of them held coated the street in flickering orange light.

“What’s going on, Serein? Why did you take off like that instead of waiting?” Uriah asked in a quieter tone, eyes darting to her drawn blade.

“Xansas left a trail to his whereabouts in his letter,” Serein said, stepping away from the door. “It led here. The hints he left and the writing on the roof tell me that he was here. And the flowers.”

“It was risky to come out here by yourself. What if this had been an ambush?”

“Then I suppose this night would have turned out very differently.” Frustration seeped out of every word, the exhales from her nose rising toward the sky. “You found me rather quickly. Didn’t you stop to warn the king first?”

“I alerted the palace guards to be on the lookout for Xansas before I came looking for you. They might be able to find signs of how he got in while we search the city.”

Serein sheathed her dagger. A metal latch gave a light orange thunk and the door swung open. An older man and woman peered out, bundled up in thick sleeping robes. Shadows from the lanterns caught in the wrinkles around their faces. The couple looked around and gasped at the sight of the guards.

“What’s going on?” the man asked, his rust-colored voice frayed with age as he blinked sleep from his bleary eyes. “Who are you?”

“Who has been staying on the roof?” Serein asked them as she advanced, eyes darting to the dimly lit interior of the house. Xansas is still playing his game and leading me to dead-ends. He’s probably on the other end of the city by now, hiding in another hole.

The man squinted at her, his bushy eyebrows knitting together. “Excuse me…?”

“Who’s been staying here with you? A man?” Serein pressed and the man recoiled as he took in her scarred face. “Tall? White hair and pale skin? Green eyes?”

“Serein,” Uriah hissed. “Don’t frighten them. We apologize for the disturbance, sidi. We’re searching for a criminal who was spotted in this part of the city.”

“Yes,” his wife replied with a wrinkly cobalt-blue voice and clung to her husband’s arm. “A man came a week or so ago. He looked pale, but he wore lots of robes. Hardly saw his face.”

“What was his name?”

The woman shook her head, trying to dislodge some piece of information. “I believe he said his name was Albus Anguis.”

The beast tugged at its chains, growling from deep inside the blackness. “When did he leave? How long was he here?” Means “White Snake” in Sarlyrian. He deceived them, and could have killed them without a second thought.

“He left about two days ago, I believe. Vanished without a word. He was a nice man, although he wasn’t always around. Helped clean the house in exchange for staying on the roof. We offered for him to stay in the back room, but he said the cold didn’t bother him,” the old man said. “What’s this all about? Is he in trouble?”

Uriah straightened. “He’s a dangerous criminal named Xansas who’s wanted for murder by the Malik,” he said. Confusion and fear mixed together on the Sarddonian couple’s faces.

“A murderer? But he was so nice and helpful…” the woman muttered.

“I can assure you that he’s not what he seems. Would you permit us to search your home? Anything that might aid us track this man down would be helpful,” Uriah told them.

The two guards shifted, talking quietly to each other. “I’m not sure if there’s anything that might help you, but you can look,” the man said as he glanced at his wife.

“It won’t take long.” Uriah nodded at the house as the guards entered.

A few people gathered in the streets, staring at the house. Serein searched the faces, but didn’t see Xansas.

They won’t find anything. Xansas leaves behind only what he wants found. Why can’t I figure out what he’s going to do? What am I missing?!

Everything welled up, becoming a maddening roar in her ears. The colors of Oyon’s sounds crashed like waves around her, one second from igniting her bones and setting her ablaze. Unable to stand out in the open any longer, Serein peeled away from Uriah and headed down an alleyway, her hands never straying from her weapons.

“Where are you going?” Uriah called, green shattering off the walls around her. She heard him say something to the guards, but she continued to move farther away.

Is he still around here, watching to make sure I showed up? The flower tied to that post was fresh, so he must have returned without the couple knowing. Or does he have someone else who is doing all this for him so he can make a clean escape?

“Serein, just stop for a moment and talk to me,” Uriah said as he caught up with her, skirting past her in the alley to block her path.

“Why are you still following me?” she snapped, stopping.

“You took off like hell was at your heels,” Uriah retorted and put an arm out as she tried to move past him. “What did the message say that made you so upset?”

“That he’s watching, waiting. He was in the palace before tonight, after the Aikhtiar,” Serein told him, skin crawling at the thought of Xansas’ pale hands touching her skin without her knowing.

“I’ll station more guards to watch the house once they’re done talking to the couple.”

“He won’t be back there. It was only a temporary place to hide. I doubt your men will find anything.”

“Then I’ll send out more men to search the area.”

“You could station all of Sarddon’s armies inside Oyon and the palace, and it wouldn’t be enough to catch him. Until we know who he’s using inside the palace, he’ll just keep finding ways in.” I can’t draw attention to the secret passages on the palace grounds. I still need them. If he’s using them, my safety and answers about Sethos’ doings are at risk.

“Are your chambers even safe now since he’s been able to get in twice?” The edges of his voice softened and he lowered his arms.

“It won’t matter what room I’m in or how many guards are around. I’ve changed the locks and that didn’t stop him. He’s made it clear he can find me wherever I go.”

The walls of Alqamar Palace loomed before them, its twelve towers reaching upward to pluck out stars from the sky. Its white domes reflected the moonlight. In the darkness, torches burned along the walls and illuminated the guards stationed on the ramparts. Pale tapestries with the lion of Sarddon surrounded by twelve moons rippled in the wind.

“Are you’re just going to wait until he comes for you again?” Uriah asked her as they passed through the servant’s gate. His fingers went to the chunk of stone hanging around his neck.

Hushed quiet hung over the gardens and the rest of the palace grounds. “I know Xansas won’t kill me, and I’m more worried about what will happen if Sethos starts looking any closer at what I’m doing. I don’t need more eyes on me.”

The rugged features of Uriah’s face were drawn into a grimace. “You’re being stubborn,” he muttered.

“I have to be to stay alive,” Serein said as they stepped into the palace. Her eyes darted down the hallway. It’ll take more than flowers and threats to make me break. She swallowed the wriggling panic rising in her throat. I need to tell Eneca about this soon…

Uriah slowed his pace as they crossed through the main halls of the palace. “Are you going to be alright? Do you need anything?”

She stopped, glancing over her shoulder at him. “What I need is to think about all this because something isn’t right. Nothing is going to make me feel better except for Xansas being put into the ground.”

“What do you mean something isn’t right?” he asked.

“The letter, the flowers, and Nala. She wasn’t unconscious like last time, which seems like she knew whoever came into the room—and she trusts very few people,” she said in almost a whisper. “Either Rizwana did take her outside, and that gave him or whoever is working with him time to sneak in, or someone she knew entered and left the flowers and the letter. The ink was fully dried, yet the flower I found on the roof of that house was fresh. He couldn’t have left the note and escaped to leave the flower that quickly, or vice versa. Either he was in the palace, or someone else was who can move around without drawing attention to themselves.”

“Are you saying that you think Rizwana or another person in the palace is working for him? Why would she help a man like him?”

“I don’t know about Rizwana, but he could be going after her family or have promised her something else in exchange. Nothing seems off about her, but if she’s helping him, she’s been able to hide that from me for months.”

“And what if it’s not her? The Jackals keep track of everyone who comes in and out of the palace. They question every servant and guard here.”

“People aren’t always what they seem. Loyalty has limits if threatened enough and if the right incentive to betray is offered.”

“Are you going to interrogate her?” Uriah asked.

“I’m only going to talk with her. If I uncover the truth, you’ll be the first to know,” she told him, jaw tight. I don’t know if Rizwana is working with him, but I need to root out the traitor before something like this happens again. If she’s betrayed me, I’ll feel bad about killing her, but anyone associated with Xansas is dangerous.

“I still don’t believe Rizwana would be a traitor. It has to be someone else,” he said.

“Knowing Xansas, it’s probably not just one person. He knows how to build a network of spies.”

“The Jackals are going to ask you about this and how you knew Xansas was here and at the house in the Copper District.” He lowered his voice and took a step toward her.

“I’ll speak with Il-Makah soon. He probably already knows what’s happened since the guards saw us leave the palace, and no doubt those guards you brought will be questioned.”

Uriah nodded. “I’m going to talk with Firoz about increasing guards in the Copper District for the week. I’ll let you know if they turn anything up.”

“I’d be surprised if they find anything,” she muttered.

“All the guards and soldiers are highly trained.”

“For an open battle on a field. They may be well suited for war, but this fight they’re facing is one fought in the shadows and silence. Xansas is more skilled in that than the whole of Sarddon’s armies.”

Serein turned away and heard Uriah sigh, but she continued down the hallway without looking back. Her racing thoughts followed her up the tower steps, white whispers overlapping as she stopped in front of her door. She could almost feel Xansas’ smile curving in the dark as she stepped into the room. The lantern Uriah had left behind still shown brightly. Nala greeted her, but Serein hurried past the tiger to retrieve the letter from the bottom of the drawer. It had all the menace of a coiled viper.

I’ll tell the Spymaster that I received word from Faysal that he’d seen Xansas in the area, and that Rizwana had left a note for me, she thought and started a fire in the brazier. Depending on what I find out about her, that might change.

Once a fire caught on the coals, she tossed the letter into the flames. Orange greedily ate away at the paper, taking Xansas’ words and reducing them to ash. Serein stared at the vase of flowers on the table, revulsion searing the back of her throat.

Anemones. Fading hope. Forsaken. And anticipation. Xansas thinks he’s poetic. I’ll tear his head from his body the next time I see him.

Wrapping the edge of her cloak around her fingers, she picked the flowers out of the vase and added them to the fire. The smoke from the writhing flowers filled her nose, and for a moment, she imagined that it had been Xansas in the arena instead of Fang—his heart the one in her hand.
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The key turned in the lock with a tangerine thunk. Rizwana’s lapis humming spilled into the dim chamber as the door swung open, and she entered with an empty laundry basket. As she turned, Serein shut the door behind her and stepped out from the shadows. A few rays of morning light crept into the room.

Rizwana jumped back. “Saints! I wasn’t expecting you to be up, Miss,” she exclaimed. “Is something wrong?”

“I’d like to ask you some questions,” Serein told her and gestured to the table with the empty vase. “The laundry can wait.” Not acting suspicious or worried, she thought, the tiredness of a sleepless night resting heavy on her eyelids.

The woman hesitated before taking a seat on the cushions and setting the basket down beside her. Nala came out of the bedchamber, sniffing the air before approaching them. Serein sat with her back to the window, and set her dagger on the tabletop, studying the heart-shaped face across from her. The tiger butted her head against Rizwana’s apron in search of a treat.

Rizwana glanced at the clay vase. “Where did the vase come from?”

“Where were you last night?” Serein asked.

“I was in the servant’s quarters. I was planning to go home, but I got caught up with the laundry. By the time I finished, it was too late, and I didn’t want to walk home alone.”

“What time did you take Nala outside?”

“A little after the eighth bell, like usual. I brought her back after you had already left.”

Serein watched Rizwana’s face for signs of deception but saw only worry. “Has your key ever left your person?”

Rizwana touched the chord around her neck where the key hung. “No. I always keep it on me, and I’ve never noticed it missing,” she said.

“Are any of the servants new, or were brought in around the same time I was? Has anyone been missing?” Serein asked.

“We get new servants every few months. The newest palace staff arrived two months ago. Some of them left after a few weeks, but most have been consistent. I can’t remember who all started here when you arrived, but there were dozens of chamber servants who were brought in at the start of the Aikhtiar. Are you sure it’s a servant?”

Serein picked up her dagger and unsheathed the blade. “Most likely. Probably disguised as one at least if they’re able to move around unnoticed.” There would have been a brief window of time for Xansas or someone to sneak into the room while Rizwana, Nala, and I were gone. Probably enough to leave a prewritten letter and the flowers, which would mean someone else has a key. The locksmith shouldn’t have any molds left for the lock I commissioned, or for the key—at least that’s what he told me. “Is your family well? No one has threatened you or them?”

“No…These are very strange questions. Do you suspect I’m working with Xansas?” Rizwana asked, eyes on the dagger.

“Somehow, he keeps getting into my room. Logically, you’d be the best choice to be his spy because of how close you are to me. You have access to my chambers, know my comings and goings, Nala is familiar with you, and you handle my meals, but also you wouldn’t be the best option because you aren’t a natural liar. He’d have known that I’d suspect you.”

“I would suspect me, too. But you have nothing to worry about. I have no reason to work for him or be a spy for the Golden Jackals. I swear to the Saints.”

Serein’s reflection in the rippled blue-gray steel was shadowed by the brightening morning light. “But you did try to spy on me for Captain Stormheir when I first came here.”

“And you realized it very quickly. Besides, had I been working for him, wouldn’t it have been easier to do something to you while you had been poisoned the night of the Aikhtiar feast? If Xansas’ plan was to take you, that would have been the best time to make a move.”

The corners of Serein’s mouth curled slightly. “Very true. A surprisingly cunning thought from you.”

Rizwana wore a small smile. “I’ve learned from you.”

Sighing, Serein put the dagger back down. “I believe you. But that still means there’s someone who’s getting into this room, and I don’t know who or how.”

“Will you change the lock again?” Rizwana asked.

“It wouldn’t uncover who he’s using, only delay them. If they’re somehow able to pick the lock or get a copy of the key, they would do the same thing again,” Serein told her, shaking her head. If it’s not a servant, but a Jackal, I won’t be able to unmask them easily. For Xansas to have a loyal contact in the king’s own spy network would mean Il-Makah isn’t as perceptive as he thinks he is…

Rizwana shifted on the cushion, squinting as the sunlight hit her face. Nala stretched out on the floor on her back with her large paws curled toward her chest.

“I’ll do my best to find out if any of the servants have been missing more than usual or if anyone else has been coming to this part of the palace,” the maidservant said.

“Be careful not to be spotted or draw too much attention to yourself,” Serein told her and sheathed the blade. “And, Rizwana, I have enjoyed your company, and you have been kind to me since I arrived, but you know what I’ll do to you if I find out you’ve been lying to me.”

Rizwana blinked as her gaze followed the dagger. “I know, but you have nothing to worry about with me. I have no intention of betraying you. I only want to help however I can.”

Serein sized her up, a weight lifting from her shoulders. She rubbed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. Eneca says to trust, but if only it were that easy. There are worse people to trust than Rizwana.

“If you’re finished asking questions, I’ll get started with the laundry,” Rizwana said and stood, picking up the laundry basket. “Although perhaps I should leave the sheets on the bed since you look like you haven’t gotten any sleep.”

[image: ]



[image: ]


Darkness chased Serein as she stumbled, thick waters grasping at her ankles. She strained to reach the twin lights fluttering in front of her. Blue and orange streamed through her splayed fingers as she grasped empty air.

The air rumbled, and Serein whirled around. A massive red dragon rose , black water rolling off its scales. It roared and coiled its long body around her. She clawed at its scaly hide until blood ran down her fingers.

“Run, little blue eyes,” it rumbled in a voice the color of opaque ice.

The dragon jabbed a talon through Serein’s stomach. Red dripped into the waters below. It laughed and dropped her. The wyrm crumbled, and she fell through a swirl of crimson scales. Sinking under the water’s surface, blackness ate at Serein’s vision as she gasped for air.

Cords of color snaked through the inky nothingness. An opalescent thrum rippled through the blackness. Hundreds of threads pulsed, extending all around like webbing before disappearing into the dark recesses. A familiar peacock-blue strand hovered below. Serein reached for it, a humming song vibrating in her eardrums. It broke her open and let loose something wild that rattled her bones down to the marrow.
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Lantern lights flickered along the walls of the Tower of Secrets’ archive room. A few Jackals moved between the rows of shelves. The smell of old paper and candle wax hung in the air as Serein pulled out a few sheets of blank parchment and an inkwell, the light plum-colored rustles trickling to the tile floor. She took a seat at the low table in a nearby alcove, spreading the pages out in front of her as she tried to ignore the painful memory jabbing at her stomach. Fang’s thundering voice echoed in her ears, his red scales appearing behind her eyelids as she blinked.

Even in death, Fang still manages to antagonize me, Serein thought, dipping the quill into the jar of ink. Once I’m done with this report, I’ll see if I can visit Eneca. It’s only a matter of time before Xansas does something where someone ends up dead.

The nib scratched against the paper, leaving behind amber-orange echoes of each letter she wrote. A lavender caw cut through the air, and Serein glanced up as Il-Makah approached with the white raven perched on his shoulder.

“It’s good to see you back in Oyon, Serein,” Il-Makah said, his glittering onyx voice soft as rustling fabric.

The spymaster of the Golden Jackals smiled at her, the corners of his hazel eyes crinkling. His hands were hidden in the flowing sleeves of his gray robes. Candlelight melted across his bald head, and the black ink lines of the owl tattoo along his collarbone creased. Bal let out another raspy caw as he ruffled his feathers. Inga trailed behind the spymaster, her blonde hair tied in a braid and her sea-blue eyes watching Serein.

“I expected you to visit the Tower the night you returned,” Il-Makah told her.

“I was exhausted from my travels and wanted to rest,” Serein said and continued to write. I was hoping to go through some of the older records again once the other Jackals left, but he’s probably here because of Xansas.

“You don’t want to push yourself too hard. You recovered faster than the healers expected—a benefit of your Ravanassë blood—but you still had severe injuries. I have a tea that can help with any lingering pain or stiffness.” Il-Makah turned to the Edolasian girl. “Inga, could you fetch us some tea?”

She nodded and padded toward the stairs leading to the top of the tower. Il-Makah gathered his robes as he sat down across from Serein. Bal hopped onto the table, beak clacking as he bobbed his head.

“Seems like your return has brought some excitement. I wouldn’t have expected Xansas to be so bold as to sneak into the palace and not kill anyone,” Il-Makah said, hands folded on the tabletop. “And what’s more interesting is that he chose to leave a message for you.”

Serein looked back at the paper. “He’s still upset that I betrayed him and exposed him to everyone,” she told him. “I’d be more worried that he managed to slip past your people.”

“Are you suggesting that he can find a way in that I’m not aware of? Or that someone is helping him?”

She felt the question poised like a knife in the air, ready to be aimed at her if she said the wrong thing. “Sethos suspects there are rats in the palace. It’s not too far of a stretch to suspect there’s someone here helping him move around unseen.”

“It’s a worrying one. It’ll take time to uncover a traitor, if there is one among my own spies.”

“That’s your specialty,” she told him with a thin smile. “I found the house Xansas had been staying at, but he was already gone. There was no indicator of where he might be hiding now.”

“Odd for Xansas to stay out in the open like that instead of hiding out of sight,” Il-Makah said.

“He’s gauging how many guards and soldiers will be sent after him and response times. Even after being trained by him for so many years, I don’t fully understand the warped workings of his mind.” I don’t know how to draw him out without offering myself up as bait.

Il-Makah rubbed Bal’s chest with his index finger as he closed his eyes. Inga returned carrying a tray with two glasses, a squat teapot, a dish of brown sugar cubes, and dried dates. The earthy and floral smell of strong black tea wafted around them as the Edolasian girl set everything on the table. Inga filled the glasses, steam curling around her thin face. The white raven snatched a sugar cube and dropped it in Il-Makah’s glass.

Il-Makah opened his eyes and gave Bal one of the dates. “Thank you, Bal,” he said and lifted his glass, swirling the tea around before taking a sip. “Excellent tea, Inga.”

The girl nodded and sat down next to him, smoothing out the folds of her gray robes.

“I’m aware that things didn’t end well with you and Xansas,” the spymaster went on. “Are you worried that he’ll come after you? It’d be a shame for you to be killed by another assassin.”

Serein reached for the other glass, skin prickling beneath his gaze. His voice prodded at her memories of Grasdan, every whip mark and beating tainted with the knowledge that Xansas had made sure she was sent there after she’d been captured—to learn the cost of betraying him.

“It’s a probability. Then at least it’d save you the trouble of having to search for him,” she replied, the smell of ink and tea thick around her.

Bal snatched another date, tearing it apart as he clutched it in his claws. “Do you think he hired Fang to kill you? Or the assassin Mayte?”

She gave him a sharp smile and sipped her tea. “If he wants to kill me, he’ll come for me himself.” I know Sethos had something to do with Fang trying to kill me. I can’t prove it yet except for theories. Having a Zhao clan leader as a muharib would have helped him influence politics here and have more allies for another war—much more useful than a Ravanassë assassin he doesn’t trust.

“If you’d like some protection, I’d be able to provide a guard or two,” Il-Makah said.

“How would it look if the king’s muharib walked around with guards? Besides, it’s best to remind people that these daggers aren’t just for show. I have a reputation to uphold.”

“I suppose any woman who can cut a man’s head off and rip out his heart can fend for herself.” He pulled a piece of bread from his pocket, and the raven cocked his head before plucking the food from Il-Makah’s fingers. “Did you know that people have given you a new name?”

“I’ve gotten many names over the years, most being curses.”

“People seem to be referring to you as the Scarred Wraith since you didn’t die in the arena. Much more intimidating than Grinning Assassin.”

“I’m sure that’ll keep His Majesty’s enemies intimidated enough to give me a break,” she said.

Il-Makah’s laugh sounded like glinting obsidian chips falling against each other. “Wouldn’t we all like that? I often dream about retiring to a seaside house,” he told her, a smile curving across his face. “But our work is never-ending.”

He pulled out a folded piece of paper from his pocket and slid it toward Serein. She unfolded the slip to reveal a small map and the next target she was to kill. Abd-el-Kadir, a tax collector in Sarsa who had been skimming from his city’s monthly collections.

“I hear Amirah Rasima has requested for you to be present for her coming-of-age ceremony in a few days. You’re odd company for an amirah to keep.” Il-Makah told her as Bal eyed the paper. “You can leave after the ceremony.”

The Murderous King allowed a request from his daughter. Seems he might have a heart, Serein thought, slipping the paper into her robes.

Il-Makah rose with a quiet grunt. “I’ll leave you to your report about the El-Mofty family,” he said. “Best drink your tea while it’s hot. The flavor isn’t as good when it cools.”
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Shadows stretched across the roofs as the afternoon sun sank lower into the sky. A cool breeze tickled Serein’s nose as she leaned against the windowsill. Birds flew past the latticed window, coral chirps seeping through the cutouts of wooden stars. The streets outside the Faten were calm during the day compared to the nighttime bustling.

“Has something caught your eye, Ser?” The rose-colored question filled the corner of her eye. “Did Uriah follow you here again?”

Serein turned as Eneca sat down across from her on the cushions by the window. The familiar smell of cinnamon and honey surrounded the courtesan while a fluttering yellow robe draped off her like flower petals. Sunlight turned the flecks in her brown eyes into chips of gold. Looking at the woman disguised in silks and kohl, no one would have suspected the Thanatos Flower of being a skilled assassin with a poisonous touch. The Aanisah, who ran the Faten, utilized the former Bone Vipers’ assassin’s skills discreetly while also using her to bring more clients into the brothel.

“He’s learned his lesson about following me places,” Serein said, arm propped against the sill. “There’s the risk of stumbling into a brothel or finding a knife pointed at him.”

A soft smile spread across Eneca’s heart-shaped face, and she brushed her black hair over her shoulder. “Yet somehow he still ends up coming after you.”

“A strong sense of honor often deprives men of common sense.”

“I think it goes beyond a sense of honor.” Serein raised an eyebrow at her friend. “Does he ever wonder what you do while you’re here?”

“I doubt he’d believe me that most of the time after I come here to talk with you and take a nap. He knows I talk to you about Xansas, but I let him imagine the rest,” Serein told her. “Despite how I feel about the Aanisah, she has made a comfortable establishment.”

“Sleeping usually isn’t what most people pay to do here,” Eneca said with a laugh. “Have you been getting enough sleep, though? You always seem to look exhausted.”

“Hard to sleep well when I’m worried about Xansas breaking into my chambers or Sethos tracking my every move. After last night, all I learned is that I can change the locks, have the Jackals and Sethos’ men looking for him, and it isn’t enough.” Serein dug the heel of her hand into her temple. “I’m afraid that he’ll manage to entrap me, and I won’t be able to escape…”

Eneca’s brow creased as she moved closer, taking Serein’s hand. “You’ve escaped him before. I helped you the last time, and I’ll help you again however I can,” she said. “Xansas can’t see everything. He’s being too bold and taking risks, which will lead to mistakes—ones you can exploit.”

“I keep looking for them, but he always manages to stay ahead of me…” Serein sighed, the pale yellow breath settling in her lap. “It’s almost tempting to let Xansas kill Sethos first, and that will be one less enemy to deal with, but Sethos’ death belongs to me. And I won’t be able to deal with the king until I take care of the snake.”

Serein closed her eyes, pushing through the threads of entangled nightmares lurking in the shadows. She found the start of the forest and followed the memories through the trees. The lake shimmered through the tall grass. In the distance, the house sat at the base of a giant tree. Blue and orange laughter filtered through the trees like birds, leaving streaks across her vision. Her heart shuddered as longing cut deep grooves into her chest. Cold steel twisted in her stomach, the screeching opalescent sound of warped magic grating in her ears.

She surfaced from the memory, inhaling a deep breath. “I’ve come so far and survived the arena, but if Xansas captures me or I die now, I’ll never be able see Luca and Astra again. I can’t…bear the thought of them thinking I’ve abandoned them. The thought of never seeing them again hurts worse than any wound I’ve ever gotten.”

“Isn’t that more reason to rely on Uriah and Rameses?” Eneca asked, brows knitted together. “The Captain already knows the secret and is willing to help you, so why not tell the prince? They both seem willing to help you get back to them.”

“Uriah wasn’t even supposed to find out. If Rameses finds out, I’m worried he will let it slip involuntarily, despite how much he’d try not to. The possibility of the king finding out about Luca and Astra is too much of a risk. If I could kill Uriah, I would, but it’s too late for that…”

You hesitate to manipulate their hearts and waste the trust they have in you. Why? Take every opportunity and weaponize it, volchitsa. Or did you lose your steel in the arena?

Serein looked at the street, sighing through her nose. “This tentative alliance with them won’t last forever. I can’t risk being betrayed by someone I thought I could trust. Not again.”
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Rameses blinked, staring at the ceiling of his chambers. The images of people being cut down on a battlefield flickered in the shadows cast by the fire in the hearth, the remnants of his nightmare sticking to him like a hangover. His hand moved across the empty space beside him in the bed before he ran his fingers across his face. Na’il got up from the foot of the bed and crawled over to lick his arm. Rameses scratched the dog behind its ear as he sat up.

Yasmine’s gone already. Probably for the best if these nightmares keep occurring; I don’t want her here if I wake up screaming, he thought, glancing to the darkened corner of his bedchamber where stacks of books sat. Between their pages, hidden from prying eyes, were copies of reports and papers with information Serein had collected over the past eight months.

He shuffled out of bed, shivering at the cold air against his bare skin as he grabbed a robe and found his slippers. Na’il pranced around him with his tongue lolling out the corner of his mouth. Rameses picked up the book Serein had given him. Secret messages were tucked between the pages. The dog whined and tried to sniff the cover.

“No, this isn’t for you, azizi.” Serein said the El-Mofty family was targeted because they started asking too many questions about the dig site near their city. Who else has he killed because they got too close to the truth?

The door to his chambers opened, and he jumped. Whirling around, Rameses found Yasmine standing in the doorway, dressed in a dark purple kaftan. A white headscarf and a gray robe hung from her arm as she held a ceramic cup. Dawn’s soft rays fell against her wavy black hair. Na’im hovered beside her as she leaned against the doorframe.

“I thought you had left already,” Rameses said, setting the book down.

“I wanted to have a bit of breakfast before I left for the hammam. I already started eating without you,” she replied and took a sip of coffee before handing him the cup. “That book must be quite interesting if you’re in a hurry to read so early in the morning.”

He smiled into his drink as he took a sip. “Serein pointed out something in the text I didn’t notice before, and I have been thinking about it for a while,” he said, the hot liquid warming his stomach.

Yasmine tilted her head, a finger tracing along Rameses’ chest. “You did seem distracted last night. To think thoughts of a book would fill your head instead of me.”

“You know how my mind works, Yasmine.” He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. “But I can assure you, I wasn’t thinking of anything else but you last night.”

She smirked and headed back into the living chambers, where breakfast had been laid out over the blanket-covered sandali table in the seating area. Rameses yawned as he squinted at the sunlight streaming through the latticed windows. A bowl of steaming bissara soup sprinkled with paprika sat next to a plate of beghrir drizzled with honey. Rameses grabbed an olive from the dish, slipping under the folds of the blanket to welcome the heat radiating from the small brazier underneath the table. The dogs raced around the chamber, wrestling with each other. Ilderim and I’timad guarded the door.

“Have you seen Akilah recently?” Yasmine asked as she plucked a date and popped it into her mouth.

“I haven’t. I believe she’s going to be married soon,” Rameses replied.

Yasmine brushed her hair over her shoulder. “Oh. I must have missed her engagement announcement.”

Rameses set the cup down on the tabletop. “You’ve been busy building your spice empire.”

“Will you be lonely now that Akilah is to be married? I know you two often saw each other while I was away. I did hear that Zahia and Sana were finalizing their engagements as well. Seems you might need to find another to occupy your time with.”

Rameses brushed a stay lock of hair from his forehead. “Or be content to be married…”

“Is anything set in stone yet?” she asked and tore off a piece of beghrir, licking honey from her lips.

“Not yet,” Rameses said with a sigh, “but it’s only a matter of time before my mother makes a decision. If not this year, it will certainly be the next.” There’s a possibility that everything Serein and I are doing will go horribly wrong, and I’ll be considered a traitor to my kingdom…He swallowed. Marriage seems so trite in the face of another brewing war.

He glanced at Yasmine, taking in the features of her heart-shaped face and her soft brown eyes. Her hand glided over Na’im’s head. Yasmine met his gaze, and something tightened in his chest.

“You’re staring at me intently,” she said. “What are you thinking about?”

Rameses sat up on the cushion and leaned toward her. “I know we have talked about your plans for the future, but what if you and I got married?”

“Rameses, you know that wouldn’t work. Or is this your way of saying you’ve fallen in love with me?” Yasmine asked, her mouth settling in an unreadable line.

“How I feel about you is too complex to simply be called love.” She snorted, and the dog settled down at her side. “We have known each other a long time, and I think we work good together. I think a case could be built to sway my parents into viewing you as an eligible marriage candidate. Your success speaks for itself, and my father couldn’t deny that aligning our two families would benefit Sarddon. I wouldn’t ask more of you than you’re willing to give, and you would still have your spice business and the freedom to grow it.”

She sighed and moved around the table, her purple kaftan rippling like water. Her warm fingers brushed against his stubbly beard before moving gently through his hair. A conflicted look crossed her face that he didn’t recognize.

“Are you saying this because you genuinely believe it, or because the thought of marrying a stranger you might not like scares you?” she asked.

The lump returned to his throat. “I genuinely enjoy your company and opinions. When I envision who I could rule alongside with, I see someone like you. Yes, the thought of marrying someone who might be intolerable and someone I cannot fully give my heart to does scare me, but you’re not a choice made out of desperation.”

“But you also know what being a malika entails and what would be required of me. Children aren’t something I currently want. You want them more than I do.”

“Is that the only reason you would say no? Adopting heirs is a perfectly fine solution,” Rameses replied. “We could make it work. Being a Sarddonian royal would give you more access to merchants and trade routes.”

“Seems you’ve thought about this a bit.” She withdrew her hand, the warmth quickly fading from his skin. “I’ve been offered an opportunity to open a second spice market in Zhao. I want to be there to oversee the building of the warehouses and establish a permanent building in Fú Lián, so I’ll be leaving Sarddon in a few weeks. It’ll take several years to make sure everything runs smoothly, and I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

Rameses tried to keep the shock from his face, but his eyes widened. “Leaving? When did this offer happen?” he asked. She never mentioned this before, and she’s usually so excited to talk about these things. It was a long shot that she would agree to marriage, but I had hoped she would say yes…

“It happened only recently. Baba will maintain the business here while I’m in Zhao,” she told him. “I can’t pass this opportunity up.”

He couldn’t miss the excitement in her eyes as she spoke. Rameses managed a strained smile, but every word she said pulled painfully at parts of his heart.

“I understand. It’s what you have always wanted, and you deserve this. I always knew that you would do something amazing,” he said, squeezing her hand.

“I know it’s not what you wanted to hear, but if I’m ever in Oyon again, I’ll be sure to pay you a visit should you want to see me.”

“If an engagement happens, I wouldn’t dishonor my future bride by continuing to meet like we have been. Perhaps as friends we can meet, but nothing more.” The taste of coffee turned bitter in his mouth.

“I suppose we’ll have to enjoy the time we have left together,” she said in his ear, the smell of ginger and jasmine filling his nose. Her lips found his, tasting of honey and goodbyes. When she pulled away, it felt like she was taking away a familiar comfort and leaving him exposed to a cold unknown. “If you send me a wedding invitation, I’ll send you the finest spices in my stead for you and your new bride to enjoy. It’s the least I can do if I’m unable to attend.”

“You will always be welcome here, habibti. I’ll make sure of it.”

She smiled at him and adjusted her purple kaftan before pulling on her gray outer robe, twisting a white scarf over her head. “I truly have enjoyed our time together the past several years, even if we both knew it wouldn’t last forever.”

Rameses caught Yasmine’s hand as she stood to leave. “May the winds keep you steady, Yasmine,” he said with a smile, squeezing her hand. “Be well, and may Alkhaliq bring you back safely someday.”

“And may whatever keeps causing you restless dreams and creating that furrow between your brows vanish. It’s unlike you to be weighed down by things for so long,” Yasmine replied, her gaze fixed on his face.

His smile flattened. “I suppose I’m just feeling the weight of my crown more, and what will come in the future.”

“We all have our burdens. Hopefully yours won’t cause you to look like your red-haired friend.”

Now I know a bit of what Uriah’s been dealing with for years…How does he manage to get any sleep after the things he’s seen?

Yasmine slipped from his grasp and stepped out the door of the living chamber, letting in a gust of cold air. Rameses stared into his coffee, shoulders slumping. He touched the empty space of his index finger and tapped the pale line left by the band of his ring. The dogs whined as the door closed behind her.

“I know…I’ll miss her, too,” he told them. I always knew it would happen, but thought we would have longer. The timing feels odd, and she almost looked worried after I mentioned my father, but maybe I’m overthinking it. Although Serein would dig deeper into it.

Rameses glanced out the window. Birds fluttered past and filled the air with loud chirps. He thought of the daily meetings, feeling his quickening pulse tightening around his throat like a rope. The walls of his chamber felt too close.

I need to get out of the palace a bit before Rasi’s ceremony. Xansas, my father, the war, all the lies. Too much is happening, and I can’t control any of it, he thought, and tried to fill the hole in his heart with more coffee.
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Uriah stepped into the palace aviary, his breath dispersing in the chilled morning air. Light streamed through eight-pointed sun designs cut into archways of the surrounding riad to illuminate the wooden cages. Rainbow-colored roller birds, speckled turtledoves, long-billed hoopoes with black and white striped feathers, and red-throated sunbirds flitted around the small trees and ledges in their enclosures. Their choruses bounced off the mazarine blue and gold painted marble walls.

He glanced around and frowned. Where is Rameses? he thought, crossing his arms beneath his tan rida’. His letter sounded urgent when he said to meet him here.

As Uriah’s gaze swept over the aviary, he spotted Serein tucked into the shadows, staring at a falcon inside its enclosure. She looked out of place in the raptor mews, a dark figure cutting through the colors. She wore a dark leather tunic beneath a dusty rida’, riding pants, and had a pack slung over her shoulder. His pulse jumped, and he stopped.

“Why are you here? I thought you weren’t leaving until after Rasima’s coronation,” Uriah asked.

Serein cast him a sideways glance, but didn’t move. “Your tone suggests that you’d rather I not be here, Captain Stormheir,” Serein replied. “I’m not leaving for a mission. Rameses invited me on his outing today. Seems I’ve overpacked since you’re not bringing anything but your armor and sword.”

Uriah’s brows furrowed. “Where is Rameses? He wanted to talk here.”

“He didn’t tell you the real reason, did he? Guess he wanted to surprise you and tell you himself,” she said as the sound of footsteps cut through the squawking.

A sinking feeling grew in his stomach, sending up bubbles of irritation. “Good, you’re both here,” came Rameses’ voice from behind him.

Uriah turned to see Rameses and Ilderim walking toward the mews. The swaths of a brown rida’ clung to him. A loose blue turban was wrapped around his head while the rest of the fabric was draped around his neck. Na’il and Na’im padded beside the prince. A servant carried two traveling packs—one of which Uriah recognized as his, further adding to his confusion.

“Rameses, what’s going on?” Uriah asked. “Your letter sounded urgent…”

“I called you out here because you’re coming with me on a hunting trip, sadiqi. I knew if I asked you outright, you would tell me you had to work and that you didn’t have the time.”

Irritation swam to the surface and grew hot beneath his cuirass armor. “I do have work I need to do. I can’t just leave.” Not with the coronation approaching, and Xansas still a threat. It’s too risky to leave⁠—

Rameses clapped him on the shoulder and knocked Uriah’s thoughts off course. “I already spoke with Firoz, and he will cover your duties for the day. I even have your bag already packed. Your armor and sword might be a bit unnecessary, but we will make do,” Rameses told him. “Serein will be coming with us as well. She’s never done falconry before, so I thought it would be a good chance for her to try. Besides, the three of us haven’t done anything together in a while.”

He cast a look at Serein as a mews keeper opened a door to one of the falcon cages. Uriah sighed and hung his head, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Rameses, you can’t do things like this…I have responsibilities.”

“Sometimes I think you get too wrapped up in your work and don’t know when to take a break, so someone else needs to step in before you wear yourself out. I do this because I care about you.” Rameses flashed him a grin that signaled he wouldn’t take no for an answer. “The city will still be here when you return.”

“But my job might not be…” Uriah said.

“You won’t lose your job-–I will make sure of that. I will take any blame my father puts on you. Your duty is to the city and to the royal family, which is me. I already told Firoz that I needed you for the day.”

Rameses held up the pack to him, and after several moments, Uriah took it, frowning. I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this. Maybe this hunt won’t last long, and I can return before the sun sets.

The prince turned him toward the mews. “Rajaa’s not been let out in a while, Serein, but I think you will be able to handle her.”

Serein wore a thick mangalah cuff around her right forearm and held it out for the falcon to perch on. The raptor’s brown and white wings extended as it screeched, hesitant to move. Eventually, the bird dug her talons into the cuff, amber eyes watching them. Serein grasped the leather jesses threaded through the anklets around its legs.

“I’m not sure that she likes me yet,” Serein said, keeping her arm steady as the mews keeper put the dark hood over the bird’s head. It stilled on the glove.

Rameses retrieved his tan and white falcon, Fayza, and stroked the bird’s head as she settled on his leather glove studded with pearls around the cuff. “She’s stubborn, but an excellent hunter. She will warm up to you if you give her a little food later.”

Uriah found a glove and took his own brown and black falcon, Haf, from the mews’ keeper. The raptor eyed him and gave a quiet chirping noise. Uriah glanced around in case any of the guards were nearby watching, waiting for one of them to come in any moment with urgent news. The mews seemed to absorb Rameses’ nonchalant attitude while Uriah remained tense. Haf sensed it and tried to shy away from the hood Uriah attempted to put on, but calmed once it went over her head.

Once the birds were hooded, Rameses left the mews with Ilderim and the dogs. Na’il and Na’im barked as they darted ahead to the open gate of the riad. Dappled light breaking through the almond trees scattered across the paved walkway, falling across Serein as she walked a few paces ahead of Uriah. Curved daggers hung at her sides, the silver inlay twisting along the dark sheaths. As her hair shifted, the knife brand on the back of her neck became visible—the murderer’s mark. The harsh brand clashed with the way the light and shadows fell across her face, stirring up the conflicted knot that had been forming inside him since the Aikhtiar.

Serein glanced back at him, the jagged scars running along the left side of her mouth and her eye creasing. “What is it that you want to say, Captain Stormheir?” she asked, voice quiet.

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” he said.

“You keep looking at me like you want to say something,” Serein told him, delicate clouds of breath brushing her cheeks. “Or are you that irritated that Rameses sprung this on you?”

“I don’t…” He licked his lips and lowered his voice, breathing through his nose. “Did you talk with Rizwana the other night?”

Her eyes flicked to Rameses, a thick silence filling the space around his question, and he wondered if she was going to ignore him.

“I did. I don’t think she’s working with him. We’re back where we started, with no answers.”

The words settled like stones in his stomach as they passed beneath the gate’s arch leading to the royal gardens. He waited for her to continue, but she shifted her focus back to the falcon on her hand. Four horses waited, fully saddled. Tân’s tail swished as she nibbled on some weeds. Padded traveling perches were affixed to each of the saddle horns for the falcons to rest on.

Rameses really planned this ahead of time. I couldn’t have gotten out of this even if I wanted to.

“What are you two whispering about?” Rameses asked, looking back at them. He set his falcon on the saddle horn and tied the jesses around it.

“I was asking Captain Stormheir if he had added anything nice to his chambers. Besides the rocks and the armor, it hardly looked lived in the last time I was there,” Serein said as she walked up to the silver mare. A bow and a quiver of arrows hung from the saddle bags.

Rameses glanced between them. “You were in Uriah’s chambers? When?” he asked.

“Awhile ago. He had been a bit underdressed for a meeting,” she replied.

Ilderim looked between Uriah and Serein, trying to piece together something Uriah feared would lead to a misunderstanding. Uriah shot her a glare as he tensed. He remembered how exposed he had felt under her stare when she’d caught him leaving his bathing chamber, the way her laugh cut through the air colder than the air on his damp skin. Her nonchalant attitude as she sat on his desk after seeing him naked from a bath had done little to tamp the embarrassment he’d felt. Her words stirred up the memory he’d been trying to bury for months, heat prickling throughout his body.

“What does that mean?” Rameses asked, raising an eyebrow at Uriah.

“Nothing,” Uriah snapped, turning away before the prince could sniff out the lie. “It’s nothing.”

“Then why are your ears turning red?” Rameses pressed. “What are you hiding from me?”

Serein smirked, pulling herself into the high-backed saddle. Uriah looked away and busied himself with Haf’s leash to his saddle horn.

She’s doing this out of spite, isn’t she? he thought. Now Rameses won’t let up about this until he gets the truth. And if he does, I won’t be able to live it down.

“I will get that story out of you later. There will be plenty of time to talk once we set out,” Rameses said and patted Jabbar’s neck. “Hopefully the winds will be favorable today, Ilderim.”

The wali brought his horse alongside Rameses and glanced at the sky. “They’re blowing toward Oyon, so no moisture heading into the desert for storms to brew. They should be even and not too strong,” Ilderim replied.

Grinning, Rameses urged Jabbar forward, heading toward the side gate of the palace wall. Serein’s horse followed in a quick canter, her rida’ billowing behind her like wings. The dogs bounded after the horses with excited barks. Ilderim brought up the rear while Uriah lingered behind, casting a look at the palace before turning his gaze to the group.

Why does she have to be so irritating? Uriah thought, watching Serein riding ahead.

Beneath the burning frustration, something else tugged at him—the urge to follow. He squeezed Tân’s sides and the horse plodded ahead, Haf swaying on her perch. Even though every smirk and verbal jab from Serein had left their scars on him since they met, their absence left Uriah with a longing he didn’t understand.

Sand glittered in the amethyst wind that traversed the folds of the desert. Serein scanned the spindly trees dotting the landscape. A herd of gray and black oryx moved along the horizon, melting with waves of heat. Worn crags emerged from the dunes like broken fingers of submerged giants while the sands hung in the air in a golden haze.

Rajaa flew overhead and cast a large shadow across the ground. She wheeled and dove for something in the distance, wings tucked in as she streaked through the sky. The horses were tied to the tree Serein and the others stood under. Rameses and Uriah waited for their birds to return while Ilderim kept an eye on the surrounding dunes. The dogs panted in the shade, lounging on the ground at the base of the tree.

Rameses calls this hunting, but the birds are doing most of the work, Serein thought, blinking under the shade of her hood. A thin layer of sweat collected beneath the collar of her tunic as the sun sat high in the sky. Doesn’t seem like there’s much else to do besides sit and wait. Wait and think about what Xansas is doing. This is probably the only place he can’t find me…

She let out a shrill whistle like Rameses had shown her, the pale yellow sound streaking through the air. The falcon took flight with an animal in her talons. Rajaa landed on Serein’s outstretched cuff, beak and talons stained with blood from the desert hare.

“Looks like you and Rajaa have found a good rhythm,” Rameses said, his gold words glittering around him. Slung across his back was a black and gold bow with falcon filigree and a quiver of arrows. “She seems to be doing better than my bird.”

“You said she’d warm up to me eventually,” Serein replied as she set Rajaa on the saddle horn. She took the hare and cut off the tail for Rajaa to have while she placed the kill the saddlebag. The bird tore up the fur until she got to the flesh.

“I have had Fayza since she was young. She’s been a good hunting partner for many years. No matter how far she goes, she always comes back, although I’m sure some part of her longs to return to the wild. Someday she will and I will be sad to see her go.”

A sad look crossed his face, stirred up by something deeper than the thought of losing his falcon.

“Seems like this would be more exciting if you were tracking the animals yourself,” Serein said. “Why bring the bow if you’re not going to shoot anything?”

“That’s not the point of falconry. I brought my bow in case it’s needed. We do part of the work by finding areas where prey may be, but most of the enjoyment is watching the falcons fly and admiring their hunting prowess without our interference. There are whole books of poetry dedicated to admiring the beauty of these birds. Good hunters can fetch a pretty price, and it’s not unheard of for nobility and royalty to use them as part of dowries or gifts for forging alliances.”

Finishing the morsel, Rajaa launched into the air again with a dark lavender screech, becoming a dark speck against a sea of blue in search of something else to hunt. Rameses and Uriah’s birds hunted in the opposite direction near a cluster of cacti and sagebrush.

“There’s a clan in Zhao, the Banyue Clan. They specialize in training Jinlang eagles,” Serein said, licking her dry lips. “They’re said to be descendants of the giant eagles that lived in the eyries of the Old Kingdom and the Silver Shores. Jinlang eagles grow to the size of small wolves. They’re known to hunt in packs.”

Rameses adjusted his mangalah. “Really? I know of the rocs here, but didn’t think there were other giant birds in the world.”

“The Banyue Clan raise the eagles to hunt large animals on the plains and mountains. Unbeknownst to most, the clan also has a faction of assassins that use the birds. Jinlang eagles can lift a man off the ground. Their talons are as long as daggers and just as sharp. One assassin and their eagle can take out a group effortlessly, and a whole clan has the potential to wipe out a regiment.”

“That’s certainly a unique of killing someone.”

Rajaa disappeared beyond the dune, diving down toward something. “The art of killing is ever-changing and evolving. I’ve met many people who know many different ways to kill a person,” Serein told him.

Rameses shifted, boots sinking into the sands a bit. “Uriah, are you less frustrated yet? Haf has been enjoying herself,” he said and turned to his friend, who was checking Tân’s legs.

Uriah’s white keffiyeh flapped in the wind as he looked up. “No,” he grumbled, the green word barbed.

“Do you think you can find it in your heart to forgive me?” Rameses gave him a wounded look. Sighing, Uriah muttered something under his breath in Wendish. “I will take that as a yes.”

Haf vanished from sight, leaving only Fayaz and Rajaa. “Your bird might have found something,” Ilderim said to Uriah. His ocher voice melted into the sands.

The captain whistled and waited. His falcon skimmed over the sagebrush with a long shape dangling in her talons. Uriah squinted against the sun, his cuffed hand raised. Haf alighted on the leather glove, clutching a fat puff adder.

“With a catch like that, you should feel a little better at least,” Rameses said, smiling.

Uriah gave him a hard look before feeding Haf a piece of cut-up hare. She took the meat, and he unhooked the snake from her talons. Once the bird finished, she took off again, and Uriah busied himself with cutting open the adder, drawing the attention of Na’il and Na’im.

Serein moved to the edge of the shade to watch Rajaa’s flight. Rameses followed, standing beside her. “Tell me, what’s been going on between you and Uriah? I thought you two were starting to get along, but now things seem tense again.” He lowered his voice and watched the skies.

“Hunting Xansas isn’t a relaxing activity,” Serein muttered.

“I know, but things seem…different between you two. We know how much Xansas worries you, so seeing how much his presence here affects you is concerning…for both of us.”

“If my feelings are his main concern, then he can say that plainly rather than trying to dress it up as fake concern. He’s afraid of me after seeing what I did during the Aikhtiar.”

Rameses sighed, arms folded across his chest. “I think you know it’s not insincerity, Serein.” He gave her a sad look, a cool breeze swirling around them in amethyst currents. “Uriah doesn’t want anything from you besides knowing that he can trust you with what he values most—protecting this kingdom. He stayed by your bedside almost every day you were unconscious, you know. Is that the actions of a person who is afraid of you or who doesn’t care?”

She glanced at Uriah out of the corner of her eye as he scooped out the snake’s innards and fed them to the dogs. “It’s one thing to be afraid of an unconscious woman when you think she might die. It’s another thing to face her in the daylight when she awakens.” Staying at my bedside is out-of-character for him. He hasn’t brought up the letter Rizwana gave him, which means either he hasn’t read it, or he has chosen not to say anything. Is he having these feelings towards me because I have earned his loyalty, or is it something else?

As Rameses opened his mouth, Rajaa’s wings flapped overhead, pale emerald-green crescents slicing through the air. She landed on Serein’s cuff with a plump jird. Torn fur stuck to her beak. Serein set Rajaa on the saddle and let her tear into the jird. She removed the mangalah cuff and drank from her waterskin, washing away the sandy grit clinging to her lips. A minute later, Fayza darted over the dunes, carrying a dove. Haf returned with a second dove. Rameses whistled as he spotted his falcon and gripped the leather jesses around Fayza’s legs when she landed.

“Seems like it’s been a successful hunt, Your Highness,” Ilderim said as Rameses fed his falcon and took the dove.

“A very successful hunt. Fayza may not have caught much, but she seemed to have enjoyed herself,” Rameses said, and his wali took the catch from him. “I think our birds deserve a rest before we head back to the palace.”

“How good are you at archery, Serein?” Rameses asked as he tied Fayza’s jesses to the saddlehorn.

“Decent enough. I can aim and hit something,” she replied, putting the stopper back in the waterskin and wiping stray droplets from her chin.

“Care to have a small competition?”

Her gaze darted to his bow. “Is that the real reason you brought your bow and arrows? To have an archery competition?”

“Not the real reason, but now that we are here, it sounds like a fun idea.” Rameses smiled and glanced over at Uriah, who was coating the skinned adder meat in salt. “Join us, Uriah. It’s light out, so your aim should be better.”

Uriah looked up, fingers streaked with red. “If you’re trying to make me less upset with you, it isn’t working. You and I both know that competing against you in archery is pointless, Rameses,” he muttered.

“It’s not impossible, sadiqi,” Rameses told him. “If you were truly mad at me, you wouldn’t be talking to me.”

The heavy green sigh was directed to the sky, the furrows in Uriah’s brow creasing. “Neither of us brought a bow or arrows.”

“You both can share mine. I’m sure you can use it just as well as the training ones.”

Rameses glanced around at the sunbaked landscape, his eyes golden slits as he squinted at the melting horizon. He pointed at the large mass of cacti with red prickly pear fruit sprouting from it several yards away near the sagebrush.

“How about whoever can shoot the smallest target on that cactus can ask the losers each a question that they have to answer? Everyone gets three shots. Does that sound fair?” Rameses asked. “I have a few questions to ask when I win.”

Uriah frowned as Rameses winked at him.

“Your confidence knows no bounds,” Serein said. He’s going to take the opportunity to pry about something he knows neither of us wants to talk about. I can guess what he’ll ask Captain Stormheir, but I don’t know what he will ask me if I lose. A twinge of discomfort unfurled in her stomach, clenching around her organs.

“I think this competition sounds fair to you. We’re at a disadvantage,” Uriah said, putting the hood over his falcon. Ilderim gathered the adder and the dove to add to his saddle bag.

“Unfair how?”

“We’re not you, a decorated archery master.”

Rameses gave a slight bow. “I’m humbled you would call me a master, but I’m not there. Yet. Do you have a suggestion to level the playing field? Should I blindfold myself or shoot with my left?”

“I suspect that there’s not much difference between which hand you use, and you shooting blindfolded might end with someone maimed.” Serein left the shade and approached the cacti before stopping. “How about Uriah and I stand a hundred feet from the target while you stand behind us and shoot from two hundred feet away?”

Rameses pursed his lips together as he gauged the distance. “That’s certainly leveling things…Very well. I accept the challenge,” he said with a grin. “Uriah, why don’t you go first?”

“You’re only suggesting that so that you can show off.” Uriah’s breathy green words was swept away on the amethyst breeze.

He removed his cuff and cleaned the blood off his other hand in the sand. A faded stain remained as Rameses handed him the bow and quiver. Uriah stepped out into the sunlight where Serein was, the shadows of the keffiyeh falling across his face. Drawing an arrow with gray fletching, Uriah raised the bow and drew the string back. He squinted, the feathers pressed against the side of his bearded face. Sweat beaded across his forehead, and the smell of his beeswax salve and the iron tang of blood hit Serein’s nose. His expression shifted from a scowl to a concentrated furrow that ran through his whole body, the tension loosening in his limbs.

The arrow whizzed through his verdant exhale as he released it, the yellow-orange streak slicing through the air. It struck the base of the cactus. The next arrow embedded above the first. Uriah hesitated as he nocked the last arrow, aiming up a bit. The look of disappointment sat on his frown as the last arrow hit the pad on the lower left side.

The captain is much better with a sword than a bow, Serein thought as Uriah let go of the bowstring. At least he managed to hit the target. Now I just have to shoot better than Rameses.

Rameses clapped Uriah on the shoulder. “Your form has gotten better,” he said.

“That’s not an encouraging way to say I missed the mark,” Uriah told him, holding the bow out to Serein.

“‘Every failure is a brick that builds the house of success’.”

“What book did you get that from?” Serein asked, the arrow shaft smooth against her callused fingers as she nocked it. The sky and sand melted across the metal arrow tip.

Rameses straightened. “My father used to say it.”

The bowstring gave a dark sapphire twang when Serein released it, the fletching scratching against her cheek. She recoiled from the sound as it exploded across her vision for a moment. The arrow hit one of the top pads where the prickly pears grew like spiky red crowns. A fat orange and black lizard skittered out of the cacti toward a nearby tree.

“Everything alright, Serein?” Rameses asked.

“Everything’s fine,” she told him. The sound is too close, and even if I close my eyes, it’ll still be there. The captain might end up doing better than me if the sound becomes too distracting.

She squinted as she released the bowstring again. Her next arrow struck higher, near the fruit. As she drew the last one, she caught Uriah staring at her.

What would I ask him? What his real reason for choosing to serve Sethos was? Or why he keeps looking at me the way he does? Rameses will most likely ask him when I was in his chambers, which will be amusing to watch.

The last arrow soared to the right as the wind changed, striking next to her first one. It was a foot lower than the uppermost part of the cactus.

Rameses let out a gold whistle, eyebrows rising. “You made it sound like you’re terrible with a bow, Serein,” he said, grabbing three arrows and taking the bow from Serein. “I may struggle with this.”

“Archery isn’t my strong suit,” Serein said as Rameses walked away.

She and Uriah moved back to the shade. Rameses stopped two hundred feet away, a tan outline against the desert, and nocked an arrow in the bow. He let loose the arrow. It struck the small section of the cactus near Serein’s first mark.

“How confident are you that you’ll win?” Uriah asked her.

“I was confident enough to know that I’d do better than you, but maybe a falak will appear and swallow up the target,” she replied, and he crossed his arms.

“We would have felt one approaching by now.”

“So no luck there.”

The wind died down, holding its amethyst breath as Rameses released another arrow. It embedded into the green pad near the first arrow. One of the falcons screeched nearby, but the dark lavender sound didn’t draw Rameses’ gaze from the target. The arrow shot forward, cutting through a prickly pear at the very top of the cacti clump. She heard Uriah sigh beside her.

“Well, it looks like I’ve won!” Rameses yelled.

“No need to say it so humbly,” Serein told him. Rameses would have been a dangerous force on the battlefield with skills like that, yet he prefers to read and play shatranj.

Ilderim went over to collect the arrows, and Rameses jogged over to them, grinning.

“Care to take a shot, Ilderim? I’m sure you have questions you would like to ask, although you know almost everything about me, so it wouldn’t be that interesting,” Rameses said.

The wali held out the one with the dripping fruit skewered on it to Rameses. “I’ll have to decline this time, Your Highness,” Ilderim replied.

Nodding, Rameses took the arrow, inspecting the ruby juices coating the arrowhead. His gold eyes slid to Serein as he held it out to her.

“Is this a second-place prize?” she asked.

“Seems like a shame to waste it,” Rameses told her.

Taking the arrow, Serein unsheathed one of her daggers and began skinning the prickly pear. Its exterior unwound like a limp snake, falling to the ground between her feet. She sliced a chunk of dark red flesh off the fruit and popped it into her mouth. Tart and sweet flavors mixed together as the round seeds crunched between her teeth.

Stickiness coated Serein’s fingers. “So, what’s this question you’re going to ask, princeling?”

“I have a few in mind I could ask you both, but there’s no need to rush things. There’s a place I’d like to show you before we head back to Oyon.”

“Are we heading to the usual place?” Uriah asked, the forest-green question fanning out like leaves. A hint of excitement entered his voice compared to the roughened edge he’d been carrying for hours.

Rameses nodded. “It wouldn’t be a hunting trip without stopping there,” he said and headed for the horses.

“Where are we riding to now?” Serein asked, handing the arrow back to Rameses. Opening her waterskin, she cleaned off her dagger with a bit of water and dried it on the leg of her trousers.

“It’s a surprise I think you will enjoy,” Rameses said, teeth bright as he grinned.
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The oasis glimmered in the center of the dunes, a turquoise gem with green filigree surrounded by sand. Birds chittered in the sweet acacia and desert willows as Serein walked by, the coral-colored calls flowering in the branches. The horses stood tied to a date palm tree near the water’s edge. Uriah patted his horse’s neck, and she nibbled on his sleeve. In the shade, the falcons perched on flat-topped stands, the leather hoods over their eyes. Ilderim finished tying the cords around their legs to the stands before glancing at the sky.

Serein crouched on the bank and splashed water on her face, cool liquid running down her neck. She wiped grains of sand from her face and brushed damp locks of hair off her forehead. Ripples spread across the lake’s surface and disturbed small fish in the shallows. The dogs drank loudly beside her, opaque purple lapping rolling off their tongues. Serein looked past the trees, searching for anything out of the ordinary.

A shadow fell over her as Rameses approached. “What do you think of this place?” he asked, gold dropping onto the sand like coins.

“This oasis is in a very advantageous location,” she replied. I’ll have to add it to my maps. If I need to escape, this’ll be helpful in case my other routes are not options, she thought.

He raised an eyebrow as he unwound his turban and ran his fingers through his sweaty hair. “Ever the practical one. Uriah and I discovered this place many years back. It’s also close to some fascinating ruins of an old fortress. Over a hundred years ago, a caid had to defend his city against a pair of rocs that wanted to nest within the fortress. They tore down one of the towers before being chased away.”

“I thought rocs were extinct.”

Rameses looked at the sky. Fat clouds crawled across the expanse, bumping into each other like sheep. “My cousin only told me that to mess with me. They exist, but they’re rare because of overhunting. Occasionally merchants and the nomadic tribes have reported seeing them along with falaks and ifrits. There’s a Sarddonian legend that all oases are formed because of falaks burrowing up through the ground.”

Giant birds in the sky and giant snake monsters under the sands.

“We’ll have lunch here before heading back to Oyon,” Rameses told her, rolling up his sleeves before washing his hands in the water.

“Will this be your first time cooking, or is that Ilderim’s job?” Serein asked.

“I have cooked my fair share of game. I’m not bad at skinning a hare either,” he replied with a grin.

“You’re a man of many talents, princeling,” she said through a tilted smile, walking back to the horses.

The shade welcomed Serein, and she stopped to stroke her mare’s silver head. The horse nudged her shoulder, breath seeping through the tunic. Uriah took out the catches from his saddle bag and cast her sideways glances. His stare burned against her skin as his tense silence spread like a thundercloud.

She met his gaze, and his movements became stiff as his jaw tightened. It was the same look he gave her back at the palace, the same one he had been giving her since she had become the king’s muharib—a look too soft for his face that was full of cautious searching. The look stoked the smoldering irritation in her stomach.

“Are you going to just stare at me or say what’s on your mind?” Serein asked, unhooking her waterskin from the saddle.

Uriah swallowed, lips pursing. “Why have you been acting strange?” he asked, his rumbling green voice strained.

She took a sip of water, the cool liquid doing little to temper what rumbled inside. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

“You’re angrier than usual. Specifically, you seem angry at me.”

“The Jackals are watching everything. Xansas is back. I’m killing for the king. Not to mention that I’m spying on Sethos and risking my life. You’ll have to excuse me if I’m not smiling all the time. If I have a problem with you, you’ll be the first to know.”

Sunlight fell across his green eyes, his freckled brow creasing as he grimaced. “I’m not trying to be irritating. I just…wanted to see if you needed to talk about it.”

“What I need doesn’t require talking. Once I can stare into Xansas’ dead eyes, I’ll feel better. Then we can talk.”

“If you are upset with me, I want to know what I can do to fix it,” Uriah told her.

Her hand tightened around the waterskin as she hung it back on the saddle. She saw the stream of yellow words she could wield that would have described the black beast rousing inside of her, fueled by the memories of the arena and the fear of what she could lose.

He can’t fix it. I want to go back to when my secrets were my own and these entanglements didn’t threaten to choke me. I don’t like anyone besides Eneca knowing what my weakness is, but he does, and I don’t know if he’ll betray me.

She closed her eyes, the quiet sounds of the desert becoming muted colors behind her eyelids. The smell of the water filled her nose, unable to wash out the sweet and herbal smell of Uriah’s sun salve.

“If this is about the arena…” Uriah lowered his voice. “I…was angry when I realized what had happened and that I had survived. I didn’t know why for a long time.”

Serein pulled Rajaa’s kills from the saddle bag, a few hares and a dove. She found a pouch of preserving salt and put it under her arm.

“I don’t need you to explain that my anger is tied to fear. The arena happened, and it’s done. If you want me to keep from getting angry, then stop bringing it up. And stop giving me a look like I’m someone to be fixed.”

Sighing, Uriah turned away and joined Rameses at the water’s edge.

You could have used your vulnerability as bait to draw him in like a fish on a hook. The white voice managed to break through the desert winds, sending a shiver up her spine. Are you afraid that you’ll muddle the mask and start having feelings toward him?

You can’t be out here. She shook her head. Uriah can keep his heart. I want no part of it.

With the dove and hares in hand, Serein sat down in the shade away from the lake. She found a few flat rocks to lay out in front of her. The gray feathers of the dove were soft against her fingers as she plucked them, creating a pile beside her. Ilderim came over clutching a bundle of dried sticks and brush under his arm. He set the kindling down and grabbed one of the flat rocks, picking up one of the hares next to Serein. His knife slipped under the tan fur to cut a slit along the skin. She acknowledged him with a nod, and they worked in silence.

A thin red line followed Serein’s knife as she cut across the dove’s pale bumpy skin. She settled into the familiar movements, leaving behind Xansas’ voice and quelling the anger. The wind picked up, amethyst fingers tangling in Serein’s hair. Ilderim looked up from scooping out the hare’s guts and studied the clouds drifting overhead. A streak of opalescent magic snaked beneath the sands, catching Serein’s attention before it cut through the oasis and disappeared into the desert. Clouds rimmed the once clear horizon.

Why would magic be moving toward Oyon? Serein thought. That shouldn’t be possible here, since Sethos chased it away from the continent.

“Everything alright?” Ilderim asked, his ocher voice smooth like canyon walls.

Serein’s gaze darted to him, the shimmering outline of the magic fading behind her eyelids. “Just watching the clouds gather,” she muttered and continued gutting the dove.

“It does look like a storm. I saw no signs of rain earlier, but the winds have changed.” He stood and fed bits of organ meat to Na’il and Na’im.

“How close is it?” Serein asked.

“Not far enough for my liking. The cloud formations look like storm clouds and with the speed the winds are moving, I’d guess we have about an hour or so before it comes.”

Ilderim probably learned to read weather patterns from his father, since he was from one of the desert tribes. If he didn’t notice anything amiss earlier, then this is a strange storm to appear so suddenly. Does the magic have anything to do with it?

At the water’s edge, Rameses splashed his face, saying something to Uriah. His turban, boots, and rida’ lay in a pile. A golden laugh spread across the rippling surface. Uriah had his trousers rolled up to his knees as he waded farther into the water, dunking his keffiyeh in and wringing it out.

Seems Uriah isn’t as deathly afraid of all water. Small pools that aren’t very deep don’t scare him. Only moving bodies of water seem to make him uneasy. She remembered the fearful and distant look he’d had the first time he had been by the ocean with her, how he recoiled when she had kicked water at him.

Rameses waved his hand out toward the dunes, and Uriah nodded. As Rameses looked away, Uriah shoved him into the water. Droplets splashed Serein and the horses, the opaque purple sound erupting into the air. The dogs barked and paced along the banks.

Rameses scrambled up, tunic clinging to him. “What the–-?” he sputtered. “Saints, Uriah! I was only joking.”

“Sorry, Your Highness. It just seemed like you needed to cool off a bit,” Uriah replied, mouth shifting into a smile.

Rameses’ surprise turned to a mischievous shadow as he stood, stripping off his wet shirt and He kicked up a wave of water that Uriah didn’t dodge in time. Water droplets glistened in his red beard, and he put his hands up to block another onslaught. Some water splashed onto the kindling and Ilderim tsked. Rameses inched toward him, arms raised.

“Don’t do it, Rameses,” Uriah told him. “Don’t even think about it.”

“Or what? I thought you were better at wrestling than archery.”

Rameses lunged, trying to tackle Uriah to the ground, but the captain held his ground. They grappled for a moment before Uriah plunged Rameses under the surface of the water.

“I told you not to do it,” Uriah said, moving back.

Rameses grabbed his leg and knocked him off balance into the lake. Green Wendish curses gave way to laughter. The dogs dove in, bright pistachio-green barks skipping off the ripples. They swam around Uriah and Rameses before racing back to the shore.

How quickly men can revert to being boys, Serein thought as she cleaned out the last of the dove’s guts, the splashed water making some of the blood seep into the sand.

“Serein!” Rameses called as he sat up, brushing the wet strands of hair out of his face. “Why don’t you come in? You’re missing all the fun.”

“I’m having my own fun digging around in animal guts,” Serein told him.

Uriah took off his shirt and wrung it out, wet sand clinging to his soggy trousers. The inked lines of the woven fourfold symbol creased between his shoulder blades as he moved, his scars twisting along his torso. His time in the water had released the tension from his shoulders, and it was the most relaxed she’d ever seen him.

Seems he does know how to relax.

Na’il and Na’im shook off their fur, cool droplets of water hitting Serein’s face and spotting her clothes. They watched her clean the dove with whimpers curling around them in leafy tendrils. Serein tossed them the heart and liver, her fingers stained red, and they scarfed down the bits of meat.

“Are you bribing my dogs?” Rameses asked as he sloshed out of the water.

Serein pointed the bloodied knife at the growing wall of dark clouds. A flash of lightning rippled through the bronze rumble of thunder. “There’s a storm approaching. You may not care if your clothes get wet, but I’d like to keep mine as dry as possible.”

“The rain’s coming in from the east, approaching rapidly,” Ilderim added. “It’s between us and Oyon, and we don’t want to be caught out in it.”

“Do we need to leave immediately?” Uriah asked as he tried to wring water from his trousers. His damp hair stuck to his cheeks.

Serein coated the dove in salt before wrapping it in an oilskin rag and placing it back in her saddle bag. “Would you like to test our luck with the lightning?”

Uriah’s scowl left deep lines across his face as he slung his wet shirt over his shoulder. The horses pawed at the sand while Rameses’ dogs stared at the dunes, ears erect.

Rameses glanced at the horizon. “Saints, that does look like rain. Perhaps we should shelter in the kasbah then. It’s only a mile or so from here. It would be better to wait until our clothes are drier since they’re soaked. Riding in wet clothes isn’t a pleasant experience,” he said.

“It’ll be less of a pleasant experience if we’re caught in the storm out here,” Serein replied, and thunder grew louder. The wounds along her body ached as the encroaching storm swallowed up the sun.

Murih Kasbah was a skeletal remnant of a fortress with crumbling walls and ramparts, the once solid guard towers now wane sentinels. Dark windows watched the group like empty eye sockets as Rameses led them through the medina toward a crumbling building. The only inhabitants of the ruins were the ghosts and the desert creatures. Spindly trees and brush dotted the sands that consumed the streets. Thunder rumbled louder, its bronze roars crackling across the dark sky. Rain hissed against the sands as it steadily fell faster and left an opaque purple haze across Serein’s vision.

Droplets splattered against her rida’ and Rajaa’s hood as she perched on the saddle horn. Another good place to keep in mind if I need somewhere to hide out in, Serein thought.

Rameses led Jabbar through the broken arch of a dilapidated riad with bleached remains of fruit trees and broken faded murals on the walls. His rida’ stuck to his wet clothes, rain streaking across his face. Ilderim kept glancing at the sky, riding on the Amir’s left while Uriah brought up the rear behind Serein. A sidewinder slithered out of a cracked fountain half-buried in the sand, leaving S-shaped tracks in the damp ground.

“When this place was at the height of its power, maliks would vacation here,” he said. “Rumor has it that rocs migrated so close to the fortress that Caid Afzal—the fifth ruler of the kasbah—managed to trap one and take five golden feathers from it. The feathers are supposed to bring good fortune. They were hung from the wall of the main hall, each one longer than a man. No one knows what happened to them after the kasbah was abandoned.”

“Do you keep coming here in hopes of finding answers? Or rocs?” Serein asked.

“I would be lying if I said I didn’t dream about seeing a roc here,” Rameses replied as they approached the great hall of the fortress.

Piles of sand had seeped into the room over the broken tile floor, trying to drag the building into the desert. A clap of thunder shook the air, and rain pounded the roof. Water seeped through the cracks along the walls and holes in the roof, creating dark rivers that flowed back out into the riad. They found a dry area in a far corner. Chunks of broken, rotted furniture stuck out of the sand, and insects skittered into the shadows. The dogs shook off their fur as they darted around, growling at the peals of thunder.

Rameses glanced at the ceiling with faded and chipped paintings of rocs and trees surrounded by twelve flames. “There seems to be less of this place than the last time I was here,” he said as they dismounted their horses. Gold words bounced off the walls.

“Hopefully it will be enough to keep the storm at bay,” Uriah added, pulling his horse to a stop.

Rameses shivered as he wiped water from his face and beard. “I’m sure it’s weathered worse storms than this.”

“Are you alright, Your Highness?” Ilderim asked as he watched Rameses, his ocher voice matching the kasbah walls.

“I’m fine, Ilderim. Things cooled off faster than I was expecting,” Rameses replied as the wind howled outside with amethyst rage.

“We’ll get a fire going to wait out the storm. We could be here a while.”

Dismounting, Ilderim rummaged through his saddlebag and pulled out the wood he collected from the oasis. He cleared a space to build a fire while Uriah saw to the falcons. Rameses patted Jabbar’s side and whispered to the horse as his dogs stuck close to him.

Serein led her horse to a dry corner. Her feet sank into the sand as she slipped out of the saddle. She took out one of the staked perches and set her falcon on it. Damp hair clung to the back of her neck, and her clothes stuck to her body. She rubbed her knuckles into the center of the X-shaped scar to smooth out the knotted ache.

Damp clothes during the day aren’t a problem, but if we have to stay here overnight, the cold will be.

A flicker of orange illuminated the kindling pile as Ilderim coaxed a small fire to life. Uriah spread his tunic out by the flames, wrapping his rida’ over himself. His scowl furrowed his face, creasing out all traces of the calm he’d had at the oasis.

No doubt he’s also worried about will happen if we end up staying here more than a few hours. Is his status as Captain of the Guard that precarious?

“Could you look for some more wood to burn?” Ilderim asked, breaking Serein’s thoughts, and she nodded. The wali removed his red turban and ran his fingers through his short-cropped hair. “Watch out for scorpions and snakes.”

Serein moved through the dim hall, navigating the dips in the sand. She grabbed a sun-bleached chair leg. Granules drifted from the warped breaks and holes eaten in the wood. Digging around in the sand, she found a few remaining pieces of the chair next to an eroded statue of a lion broken on the ground. A cool breeze twisted in from the gaping door, and Serein stared out into the riad flooded with water. Through the sheets of rain, tongues of white lightning broke the sky in half.

Despite the chaos raging outside and the hollowed ruins, a sense of calm settled on her. The constant noise outside kept the white voice at bay. At least out here I know Xansas won’t be watching me. Maybe I should come here more often, just to get a few hours of clarity away from possible prying eyes…

Orange footfalls whispered across shifting sands behind her. “I cannot remember the last time I saw so much rain. It’s rare to see unexpected storms like this,” Rameses said as he walked up, his rida’ pulled close. “Would you like to have a look around the rest of the fortress while Ilderim gets the fire going? There’s a hammam that’s still intact with these beautiful zellij titles despite the raiding and years of weathering. It’s expert craftsmanship.”

“Only you could be trapped in some ruins during a storm and contemplate its architecture,” she told him and continued searching the sandy mounds for more wood.

“Didn’t you ever explore ruins as a child? Being from the Old Kingdom I’m sure you were surrounded by the ruins of the Immortals. There were so many in the area my father took me to when I was young.”

“There weren’t really any near Kona. The war came before I had the chance to have a childhood of wandering abandoned places. I had to focus more on staying alive than contemplating the history of the Immortals and their buildings like you did.”

Rameses’ jovial mask wilted. “My childhood may not have been like yours, but we both have known war for most of our lives, and it’s left its mark on us in different ways. I suppose wondering about the history of old architecture made me yearn for times when this war wasn’t happening. When my parents were happy and my father wasn’t…” His words trailed off, losing some of their luster.

The blue sound of flies buzzing tickled her eardrums, but she focused on the falling rain to drown it out. “Would you like to compare our wartime childhoods, Rameses? If that’s the question you want to ask me, I’ll tell you now and save us the time of dancing around it.”

“I’m not going to pry into that part of your life, Serein, nor did I mean for it to sound like my childhood was harder than yours.” His tone softened. “We could be here a while, so I would like to have options for conversations to fill the time.”

“Silence and quiet contemplation are always options.” Having Sethos as a father I’m sure wasn’t easy, but at least he didn’t have to worry about the king coming to cut him down. The black blade flashed in her mind, and the old memory of pain crawled beneath the scar tissue. The happy memories are all scattered, and I can’t remember most of them before the war…

“Fine. You sound like Uriah,” Rameses said under his breath. “We can certainly sit in our thoughts for however long this storm lasts.”

Serein unearthed part of a rotted trunk, prying off the rusted handle. “Are you afraid to be alone with your thoughts?” she asked.

“No, but I don’t see why we would be silent when there’s so much we could talk about. Especially since there are no prying ears out here,” Rameses said.

“Besides, I thought after being in Grasdan for so long with only your thoughts that you would hate the silence.”

“Grasdan was never silent,” Serein told him as she continued to break the trunk into smaller pieces. “I may have been alone in my cell for a long time, but I wasn’t alone.”

Rameses stepped back as a scorpion skittered away from them. “I’m just worried that you’re going to push yourself too far. Something besides stopping my father seems to be keeping you going,” he said in a low voice.

“Revenge and anger are strong motivators. Or I’m just extremely lucky.”

“Even though we’re on a dangerous path, it doesn’t mean you have to shoulder everything. You have listened to me talk about my worries and nightmares. I will always listen to yours.”

The rough wood poked into her arm. “There are more important things to worry about than my nightmares.”

“Perhaps, but your worries still matter to me.”

Serein sighed through her nose and went back to the fire. Ilderim inspected the tinder Serein and Rameses set down, raindrops glistening in his beard against the firelight. He and Uriah sat skinning the rest of their catch, piles of fur, feathers, and scales collected next to them. Through the mixture of damp air, burning wood, and horse sweat, the metallic tang of blood cut through. Purple-blue crackling danced around the tongues of flame, grasping at the sparks darting toward the ceiling on smoke tendrils.

“This should keep the fire going for a few hours or so for now,” Ilderim said.

“Do you think this storm will last that long?” Rameses asked as he rubbed his palms before holding them out to the flickering heat. Gold words melted in the fire as he moved closer. “I’m worried about whether we will be able to make it back to Oyon before nightfall. I would hate to miss Rasima’s ceremony.”

“Storms can come for a moment or last many hours. This one was already a surprise, so I can’t say what it’ll do,” Ilderim replied. “I’ll continue to watch the winds and cloud movements to see when it’ll be dissipating. It might also be good to check some of the nearby rooms of the fortress.” He rose from his crouch and headed into the other room of the kasbah.

Serein brushed sand off her hands and went over to the horses. The silver mare regarded her with dark eyes, tail swishing. Serein undid the saddle and set it on the ground by the falcons, taking the blue and red blanket and the saddle bag off the horse’s back. She grabbed two arrows from Rameses’ quiver.

She laid the blanket out on a flat area of ground and sat down. Heat warmed her face. Pulling out the wrapped dove and the hare, Serein washed the preserving salt off their skin, skewered them on the arrows, and stuck the shafts deep in the sand near the flames. Na’il came over to sniff the meat, and she scratched his chest, keeping him away from the fire.

“You’ll get some later, Na’il,” Rameses told the dog. Its ears perked up at the sound of his voice. “Who’s a good boy?”

A clap of thunder made the dogs flinch, and the horses let out goldenrod-colored whinnies. The smell of roasting meat sizzled off the glistening grease. Serein shifted as she rotated the dove over the flames, and felt a lump underneath the saddle blanket. Moving back the fabric, she dug around in the sand until her hand grasped a hard object. She pulled out a yellowed skull with cracks running along its cranium. Sand drained out of the empty eye sockets like tears. A gold tooth hung from the slack-jawed smile.

An unexpected find. This desert is full of interesting things.

“Well, that’s unsettling…” Rameses said, grimacing.

“I bet this fellow has stories to tell,” Serein said, holding up the skull.

She tossed it to Rameses, and he scrambled backwards as it landed in his lap. “Saints! Don’t throw it at me!” he hissed between a string of curses. He chucked it away, and it landed between him and Uriah.

Uriah shot her a look. “Was that necessary?” he asked, the bloody knife he was using to cut the rattlesnake glinting under the firelight.

“No, but it was amusing,” Serein said. “If you don’t want the skull, give it back.”

“Why do you want a skull?” Rameses asked as he threw it back to her like it was hot iron.

She caught it with one hand. Scratches from claws and teeth where animals had chewed on it marred the yellowed bone. “It looks like it could be interesting.” Maybe I’ll hide it in the prince’s chambers or put it in Uriah’s bed one night, Serein thought, setting the skull down beside her with a smirk.

“I don’t remember any bones the last time we were here,” Rameses said. “Maybe this place is more dangerous than I thought.”

“I don’t think there’s any real danger to us here. The man died a while ago. Probably was a wealthy trader, judging by the gold tooth,” Serein said. “He could have died from lack of water or being bitten by something venomous. Or he could have been murdered. The rest of his body is probably scattered underneath the sands throughout the kasbah.”

Uriah put the two halves of the adder on the arrow spits. “Did the skull tell you all that?” he asked.

She held the skull up next to her head. “He did. Would you like to hear what else he told me?”

Rolling his eyes, Uriah stood and went over to a stream of water coming through the roof. He scrubbed the blood off his hands and cleaned his knife. Ilderim stoked the flames with a twisted piece of wood before feeding it to the fire.

“You certainly know how to make things lively, Serein,” Rameses said and scratched his bearded chin. “There’s an old myth that ghouls are created by all the dismembered bodies that are searching to be whole. That’s why ancient Sarddonians made sure to keep the bodies of the dead as intact as possible, and partially why we still do it to this day.”

“Are you worried about ghouls finding us here?” Serein asked.

“People have reported seeing them in the desert. There were some ancient writings about ghouls appearing back during the first wars of the Immortals, so it’s possible they dwell in the desert, and I’d like to not find out if they’re real.” Rameses brushed sand from his damp trousers. “I think I have finally decided what questions I want to ask you and Uriah.”

Serein set the skull beside her. “I’ve been in suspense for hours.”

“Suspense is all part of good storytelling.” Rameses straightened as his dogs came and laid down next to him, their heads resting in his lap. “So, Uriah, what were you and Serein talking about this morning about her being in your chambers?”

Uriah stiffened, hands frozen under the falling water.

Serein poked the dove with the dagger, checking the meat as it sizzled. Embarrassment it is.

Rameses watched Uriah shift, jaw set. Shadows surrounded the captain’s face as he rubbed his eyes. “Why…do you want to know about that?” he asked in a quiet voice.

“Your reluctance to share makes me think there’s a story there.” Rameses’ gilded gaze slid to Serein, and she met his stare with a blank expression. “In fact, you both are being quiet about it.”

Letting out a heavy green exhale, Uriah crossed his arms over his chest. “Before the end of the Aikhtiar…Serein came to my chambers to talk about finding Xansas. And that’s all that happened,” he said, and his right index finger twitched.

Rameses took a sip from his waterskin. “You say that, yet I don’t believe you. If it was just that then it wouldn’t bother you so much to talk about it. So, what really happened?”

Silence wrapped itself around Uriah until it became a tangible mass. His eyes dropped to the ground as he remained at the edge of the firelight. Rameses looked at Serein with raised eyebrows.

As much fun as it would be to give all the embarrassing details, it’ll be much more interesting to watch Uriah stumble through telling the story.

Serein tore off one of the dove’s legs, blowing on the hot meat. Grease coated her lips as she ate around the bone. Tiny granules of sand crunched between her teeth, sticking to the meat despite their best efforts to clean it. Ilderim turned over the other creatures as they sizzled.

“The longer you’re silent, the more I speculate,” Rameses told him.

A thorny, frustrated sound cut through the air, followed by a Wendish curse. “That night…Serein came to see me,” Uriah said, chewing on his lower lip, “and I wasn’t wearing anything.” Red flushed through his pale skin.

Rameses’ eyes widened as he sat up straighter. “Well, that wasn’t what I was expecting to hear. How did this all happen?”

“I needed to talk with him, and he had finished bathing,” Serein said, tossing the bones into the fire. Orange ate away at them, cracks spreading as they popped and burned. “I wasn’t intending to see him without any clothes on.”

“I wasn’t expecting anyone to be in my chambers in the middle of the night,” Uriah shot back.

A golden laugh rippled through Rameses, his teeth flashing against the light of the flames. “Saints, I can only imagine your face, Uriah!” he managed to say in between breaths.

“Can we please just stop talking about this?” Uriah asked, voice straining as his ears turned redder.

“I’m sorry. I can’t stop laughing.” Rumbling bronze cut through Rameses laughter. He leaned back on his hands, grinning. “Oh, sadiqi, I have not laughed so hard in a long time. It reminds me of a scene in this book called Light Upon the River. I didn’t think such things happened outside of fiction, but it seems life is full of surprises. What did you do when this happened, Serein?”

“I laughed because he practically shrieked,” she replied.

“Please stop talking,” Uriah grumbled as he sat down again, scowling.

Rameses clapped him on the shoulder. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to upset you. I promise I won’t bring it up again.” Uriah arched an eyebrow. “Fine, I won’t bring it up all the time.”

They lapsed into silence as they ate. Opaque purple droplets of sound continued falling from the ceiling as the rainfall pounded against the kasbah. Serein cut off chunks of dove meat, delicate ribbons of steam slipping into the smoke. Rameses fed scraps to his dogs as they lounged at his feet. A piece of wood collapsed into the fire, sending up scattered sparks.

“Serein,” Rameses began as he wiped his mouth with his hand, “I’m sure you have been thinking about the question I have for you.”

“I have a couple ideas,” Serein said.

“How did you get this scar?” Rameses asked, tracing a finger across his throat.

She ate a piece of meat from the tip on her dagger. “The same way anyone gets scars.” If a dead man’s skull rattles his nerves, how will he react to hearing about the horrors of Grasdan?

“Not everyone has scars across their throats. And those who have scars like that usually don’t live to talk about them.”

Serein wiped her dagger on her trousers and stared at the flames. Her scars held the answers beneath her skin, but they found their way into her mouth, pushing against her teeth.

“I’d been in Grasdan for a year and a half,” she said. “The warden often took prisoners and made them fight each other to the death. The winner got extra food and was less likely to be beaten for a time. I often found myself in the pit when the warden got tired of letting the Jackals torture me. The last fight I was thrown into, I decided to try and kill the warden instead.”

The flames crackled as they ate her pale yellow words, purple-blue tongues burning behind her eyelids. Along her skin, the old wounds tightened with the memories of the chains digging into her flesh, the sting of the arrows, and the slice of cold steel. She had moved through the chaos in a daze, urged on by the growling black whispers. Blood sticky on her fingers as colors muddled together, the metallic tang filling her mouth.

“I got free and went after him. They said I killed ten men before the guards caught me, but I don’t recall. I remember the blood and the pain. They shot arrows at me.” Serein tapped her left shoulder and arm. “Eventually the guards overpowered me. While the warden was beating me, I bit his finger off.”

Rameses’ sharp golden inhale rimmed the edge of her vision. “You bit his finger off?” he asked, watching her with wide-eyed disbelief. Uriah stared at her, body stiffening.

“It’s not as hard as you might think, especially when you’ve got nothing left to lose,” Serein replied. “That’s when the warden tried to slit my throat, but the cut was too shallow.” I’ll repay him someday if I survive my time here.

“How did you survive?” Uriah asked, his voice quiet.

Serein ran her thumb along the jagged scar as she stared at the fire. Lightning illuminated the hall as thunder shook the walls. Churned earth, the stench of death, and smoldering flesh. Fire licked at her, wrapping around her like a molten serpent. The numb patches of scar tissue along her side twitched at the memory of bubbling skin and melting heat. Thick smoke filled her lungs like a crushing weight. Serein inhaled a breath of damp air, blinking. The black beast caught the scent and rumbled.

“They thought I was dead and hauled me to the pile of corpses to be burned. I was bleeding out, unable to move under all the bodies while the fires grew. An old woman assigned to toss the dead onto the fire must have seen or heard me and dragged me from the pile. She was a Ravanassë healer and treated my wounds in her cell with what few supplies she scavenged. I don’t know who she was or how she managed to keep me alive.”

Serein remembered the hazy face full of wrinkles, dim blue eyes, and soothing pink words coaxing her away from Death, who lingered nearby, papery hands waiting to grab her soul while he spoke silver whispers she couldn’t remember. Quick hands in a dark cell lit by a small candle. The numbing agony and the taste of smoke. Bitter herbs and catgut strung along mutilated flesh while she faded in and out of consciousness.

Sparks glinted in the skeins of smoke as the charred pieces of wood collapsed. “When the guards discovered me, they thought I was a wraith. The old woman was taken away, and I was left in the cell to rot. I never saw her again. I remained there for months until I was taken to the Harpy’s Chest.”

Rameses bowed his head, rubbing his mouth with his hand. Uriah remained like a statue, shadows of ghosts dancing behind his eyes. “I…I’m so sorry, Serein,” Rameses whispered. “I⁠—”

“Sorry implies that you bear responsibility,” Serein told him with a hard stare.

“Such atrocities are happening while I remain ignorant. I knew it was grim there, but not…that…” Frustration heated his words, making the golden edges glow. “How can I not feel as though I bear some responsibility?”

“This evil is of your father’s making—not yours. You can lament about the things that you have turned a blind eye to rather than things you know nothing about, and then decide to do something about them. Grasdan is a place of slow death. I only know that I survived,” Serein said, “and that’s more than most get to do there.”

“It can’t continue. No one should have to go through that again.” Rameses rubbed the scar along his palm. “I’ll make sure of it.”

A silence fell over the fire, its presence taking up the hall while Uriah and Rameses sat with Serein’s words. The sound of the storm helped to drown out the echoes of her memories. She glanced down at the skull and dug down into the sand until she made a hole big enough for it. Serein placed it in and covered it up, feeling the stares of Uriah and Rameses on her.

Some memories are like the dead. They shouldn’t be disturbed.
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Midnight stretched over Oyon by the time Serein and the others returned. The cold amethyst air smothered the heat of the desert lingering on Serein’s skin. Exhaustion clung to her like a heavy cloak, her legs and back sore from riding. The clouds broke apart like sea foam on waves, and the liquid moonlight reflected in puddles in the muddy streets and the full wells. As soon as they passed the city walls, the heavy feeling of being watched returned to her.

The storm came through here, Serein thought as dirt and sand caked the legs of her horse. Did the magic I saw play a part in it, or was it coming here for a different reason?

Alqamar Palace glistened from the rain. Ocher mud streaked Na’il and Na’im’s cream-colored fur as they bounded ahead of Rameses. The Prince led Jabbar to the royal stables and dismounted. Uriah and Ilderim pulled their horses to a stop behind him. His dark blue knocks rippled through the quiet, and lantern light appeared as a stablehand opened one of the doors.

“Your Highness! You’re back,” he said as he blinked, bowing. He moved through the sunflower-yellow cloud of his voice and pushed the doors open farther. Two other stablehands appeared to take the horses.

“Yes. I apologize for disturbing you so late at night. We returned much later than expected because of the storm,” Rameses told him with a smile and rubbed Jabbar’s neck.

“His Majesty will be pleased to hear you’ve returned. I heard that soldiers were going to be sent out looking for you once the storm stopped,” the man replied.

Rameses’ smile flattened a bit as he removed his bow and quiver. Hay crunched under their boots, and they gathered their falcons off the saddles. The smell of sweaty horses and the rain lingered in the air of the stables as the stableboys went about removing the saddles and wiping down the animals.

The mare bumped her head against Serein’s arm. Warm breath seeped through her sleeve as she put her pack over her shoulder and balanced the falcon on her cuffed hand. Uriah passed by with his sorrel mare, Tân, and his falcon, leading his horse to her stall. He had remained silent the rest of the time at the kasbah, and stayed behind to tend the fire when Rameses suggested wandering the ruins to fill the hours.

Uriah said something to the young men cleaning out the stables, and their faces brightened. Setting his falcon on the edge of the stall and rolling up his sleeves, Uriah grabbed a pitchfork from the back. He began mucking out the stalls alongside the stablehands.

His farm boy is showing. Either that or he’s not in a hurry to sleep, she thought, turning to leave. Most likely not in a hurry to answer to Sethos for his absence.

Stifling a yawn, Rameses approached Serein, his eyes bleary under the torchlight. “Serein,” he said, quiet gold flakes trailing behind him. His gaze shifted to the scars on her face. “I’m…I’m sorry for asking about your scars. It must have brought up some painful memories.”

“The pain is nothing new,” she told him as they left the stables and crossed through the gardens to the aviary with Ilderim trailing behind. The dogs took off toward the royal apartments.

“Still, I didn’t think about what answer I would get when I asked my question.”

“What were you thinking I was going to say happened? That I got the scar from an unfortunate sewing incident?” Rajaa swayed on the cuff with each step Serein took.

“Nothing like what you said…I didn’t think such horrible things were possible. And to see that you survived them.” He trailed off, his gaze drifting through the quiet aviary. Most of the birds were sleeping, while the nocturnal ones filled the space with pockets of coral sounds.

“That’s what your father has allowed to grow in the dark corners of his kingdom,” she murmured. “The guards and the warden felt justified being so cruel because Grasdan is a place for criminals, but not everyone there was guilty of a crime.”

“Even criminals shouldn’t have to endure that. I’m going to do whatever I can to make sure nothing like what you endured happens to anyone else there,” he said.

“You face an uphill battle where you currently are.” If he brought up changing Grasdan to his father, I doubt it’d go anywhere. Sethos sees it as a necessity, a place of fear to keep people in line.

“Then it will be another thing for me to take on when I’m malik.”

“I think that’s the first time you’ve mentioned being king without any hesitation.”

He made a noncommittal noise and opened the falcons’ mews. Setting Fayaz on her perch, Rameses removed her hood and fed her a leftover piece of hare. She gulped the piece down and began preening herself. Rajaa flew to the highest corner of her mews once the hood was removed.

Daybreak will be here before too long, and I need a bath. Wouldn’t be proper to show up to a royal coronation dirty and half-awake, Serein thought, leaving the leather cuff on a hook outside the mews.

“It’s late, and Rasi’s ceremony is this afternoon. I won’t keep you any longer. I will have to go let people know that I’ve returned, so the whole palace doesn’t go looking for me. And the dogs will need a bath,” he said with a wane smile. “Good night, Serein. I do appreciate you coming along today, even though it turned out to be a very different sort of outing.”

“Rarely has anything of yours gone according to plan, prince. It certainly was memorable for my first hunting trip. I’m sure the Captain will need some reassurances about following you again on the next ‘adventure’ you suggest.”

Rameses chuckled. “I’m sure I won’t hear the end of it.”

She nodded and walked away, her footsteps quiet blue swaths across the stone tiles.

Exhaustion sat on Rameses’ shoulders like a pile of bricks, making his eyelids droop as he entered his riad. Ilderim’s quiet footfalls were the only other sound in the quiet palace. The cold air cut through his still-damp clothes, and he ran his fingers through his stiff hair. The dogs padded beside Rameses, tails wagging as they licked his hands.

“You two are filthy. As much as I love you both,” Rameses told them, “I don’t think I’ll be having you in the bed with me tonight.” Will I be able to stay awake for a hot bath or will I just fall asleep in the water? he thought with a yawn as he and Ilderim climbed the steps. I’ll just take them to the hammam with me. No one should be there since it’s past midnight…

Rameses stopped, lit lanterns glowing inside his chambers catching his attention. Sethos stood in front of his desk with his attention focused on the painting hanging above it. Karam and a few Malik’s Guards were positioned on the opposite walls. The dogs came to a stop beside Rameses and let out soft whimpers. His stomach knotted as his heart sank.

He pushed open the living chamber’s door. Of course he would know that I returned already, but why is he here?

Sethos turned, mouth hidden beneath his beard. He wore a simple gray qamis and his dark hair was free of its turban. His sword, Vastator, wasn’t at his side.

“It seems you got caught in the storm, abnay,” Sethos said quietly. “Search parties were going to be sent after you.”

“The storm came on suddenly, and we had to shelter in nearby ruins until it passed,” Rameses said. Was he going to stay up all night until I came back? he thought as a warm twinge snaked around his heart. “Other than that, our hunt was successful.”

“Was it necessary to take my muharib with you?” Sethos asked. “And Captain Stormheir? You still seem insistent on befriending the assassin even though I warned you against it. You should not trust everyone so easily.”

The cold tone in his father’s voice made the air frigid. Rameses bit the inside of his cheek and sucked in a deep breath.

“Serein had never done falconry before, and I thought it would be a useful skill for her to learn. I thought having Uriah with me would be good additional protection.” When did my father become so distrustful of people? Is that why he killed Uncle Salman? How long will it be before he grows suspicious of me or anyone else in our family?

A chill crawled like spider legs across his spine.

“If you were worried about safety, you should have taken the rest of your wali with you. He may be your friend, but he still has a duty to the city. You cannot drag him into whatever adventure you want without my approval.”

“I made sure Firoz was in charge for the few hours we would have been gone. The city still stands.”

“It was not your call to make. The storm caused flooding in areas and structural collapse of some buildings in the Tafall District that the city guard needed to respond to. When their captain is missing in a time of crisis, how does that look?”

“It was my choice to ask them to come with me. I take full responsibility, Father. It will not happen again,” Rameses said dryly, sighing through his nose. He lowered his gaze, feeling like a child caught doing something he shouldn’t have.

“You no longer get to act merely on your whims, Rameses. Your actions affect others.You will learn that when you are malik.”

Rameses touched the ring on his finger. “I understand. Did you only come here to lecture me about a hunting trip?”

His father’s shadow fell over him, and Rameses stiffened, regretting his words. He jumped as Sethos touched his shoulder. The Malik watched him with an unreadable expression.

“You should get some sleep, abnay, before Rasima’s ceremony,” his father said as he left the room.
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Serein’s black and gray robes cut like a dark shadow against the pale marble hallways. The indigo head scarf was wrapped loosely over her head, and she adjusted the hidden blade vambraces underneath her sleeves. The ivory muharib pendant hit against her chest with each step, a physical echo of her duty. Sethos hadn’t summoned her since her return or reprimanded her for her absence most of the day before, but the tension that he might hung heavily over her thoughts.

Will he try to exact punishment some other way when I least expect it? she thought, touching the daggers at her sides. If he does anything, I’ll at least have until after the coronation to prepare.

Sunlight hitting the stained-glass windows above threw colored fractals across the polished floor. Peach chimes tangled themselves in the blue and green shards of light as Rameses came around the corner with his wali, I’timad and Nasir. His face lit up as he spotted her, erasing the furrow between his brow and the faraway look in his eyes.

“Good morning, Serein,” he said. Gilded words drifted across his purple qamis. The lion’s head brooch affixed to his wine-colored turban reflected Serein’s face. “Did you get any sleep this morning?”

“Some. More than I typically get these days.”

“You sound like Uriah.” He looked over her clothes. “If I had to guess, I’d say you were heading to kill someone rather than attending a royal ceremony.”

“I’m still your father’s muharib. Always best to come prepared,” Serein said as he fell in step beside her.

“I guess you cannot be too prepared,” Rameses told her. “Hopefully, Rasi’s ceremony will go smoothly.” He touched his ring finger, twisting the gold band.

“You seem worried about something.”

Rameses glanced at her with a raised eyebrow. “Are you actually interested in what I’m feeling?”

“You’ve been wanting to talk more and play shatranj, you looked sad in the desert, and you’ve been twisting your ring so much it’s only a matter of time before you twist your finger off.”

Rameses sighed as he slowed his pace, sunlight hitting his brow. “My father was in my chambers when I returned.”

Serein’s mouth formed a hard line. “So you didn’t get much sleep?”

“Not as much as I would have liked.” His voice came out like a whisper, golden flakes falling into his hands. “For a moment it seemed he was genuinely concerned for me, but then he immediately reminded me that I need to start acting like a malik.”

“You said the hunting trip was more for my and Uriah’s benefit, but it seems like it was more for you,” Serein said, casting him a sideways glance.

“Yasmine is leaving for Zhao soon. She will be there for a few years to establish a new spice market,” he whispered, mouth twisting. “I asked her to marry me and she declined, so I broke things off between us.”

“That’s unexpected. Was this because of your possible engagement?”

He nodded. “I would have waited and made it work with her, but her first love is her work.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sure it was a hard decision to make.”

“Sometimes this place is too much. The desert is simpler. Rasi’s impending coronation and the potential bride meetings have put things in perspective. Seeing her growing up so quickly saddens me. She used to tag along when she was little, holding my hand wherever I went.” He smiled as a memory softened his gaze. “Now she’s a woman and eventually won’t need me anymore.”

They turned a corner, heading to the main courtyard. Lion statues with gaping mouths were frozen in stone battles as they tried to break free from the marble walls. Guards stationed along the corridors bowed to Rameses as he passed.

“That’ll probably happen, but it’s a chance for your sister to see what she’s capable of,” Serein said as they stepped into the courtyard filled with people. Will you still need me when I see you again, my Sun and Stars? I’ve been gone so long, so do I have any place to disturb your lives again? The orange and blue laughter twisted around her, bringing with it the scent of wildflowers.

Uriah spoke with guards at the gates with Lieutenant Firoz, wearing his red and gray robes, white captain’s sash, his scale cuirass armor on his shoulders, and the lion breastplate. His expression was stony and his body tense as he bowed to the passing Malik.

I wonder if he received a stern talking to from Sethos after being gone the whole day. He seems more on edge than usual.

Sethos and Lujayn stood near Rasima at the head of the procession. Her eyes drifted between her parents, visible through the slit in her purple and gold veil. Her handmaiden, Laia, and three other servants smoothed out her violet kaftan and the long embroidered train that rippled like a golden spiderweb down her back. She twisted her henna-covered hands together as her father placed a hand on her shoulder. Karam and her other wali remained like a black and red wall around her.

Lujayn said something to Rasima, her mauve voice drifting through the cold breeze. The flowing folds of the Malika’s dress made her resemble a blooming iris. The diamonds hanging from her silver twelve-leaf crown flashed as she adjusted her daughter’s headscarf. Rasima kept her head lifted as she tugged at her haya bracelet. Rahim stood beside his mother dressed in a lavender qamis with a gold turban, eyes following the people moving around him as he held a small lion figurine.

“Seems I’m the last one to arrive,” Rameses said as he ran a hand down the front of the golden leaf embroidery branching across his qamis. “Best not to keep everyone waiting.”

Kamau and Hisein al-Daivari waited near Sethos. The Golden General glanced up, eyes narrowing at Serein. His polished armor contrasted with his tawny skin while anger burned across his chiseled features. Kamau barely glanced in her direction, his scarred arms covered by the sleeves of a black tunic he wore beneath his red cuirass armor. His spear was strapped across his back. The Ginjarrian towered over both of them like a stoic statue.

“You’re late,” Hisein said under his breath, the twilight-blue sneer twisting through his teeth. His hazel eyes narrowed as he grimaced against the sunlight. The sharp smell of alcohol seeped from his skin and dark red marks spotted his neck. “Spent the evening with the prince, did you?”

“Shall we talk about where you were last night?” Serein replied with a sharp smile. “You smell like you shouldn’t be near an open flame. Perhaps you should see a healer for that headache of yours.” He’s still upset about the bruise.

Hisein’s jaw tightened, dark anger burning in his eyes. Kamau’s expression remained unchanging while the general fumed.

“Say another word and I’ll make sure you see the healer before the day’s done,” Hisein hissed.

The Golden General, leader of the Scourge, hungover and sleep-deprived. I wonder if I’ll kill him before his lifestyle does.
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Bells sent deep peach-colored tolls through Oyon, drowning out the sound of the crowds gathered outside the House of the Saints to watch Rasima and the rest of her procession. Serein shifted on the cushion as she sat behind Sethos and his family inside the kanisa, Kamau and Hisein positioned nearby. The soft fabric brushed the tops of her bare feet. Rameses tugged on his earlobe, jostling his earring. Uriah stood to the left against the far wall, while city guards were stationed at each of the twelve corners of the inner chamber. Light streamed down onto the gnarled olive tree in the center, where the head priest and a dozen acolytes in green robes stood around Rasima.

Two hundred people inside and around the church. The royal family and their relatives, their guards, various nobles, and fifty-eight members of the clergy, Serein thought, glancing around through the low murmuring voices. It would’ve been safer to have the ceremony in the Royal House of the Saints, but Rameses said this church has been used since the time of the first kings of Oyon as a way to invite the common citizens into the ceremony.

Flowering patterns ran through the stone floor, and veins of agate flowed up the arched interior of the building. Gilded scrollwork covered the columns in gold script, and twelve statues of the Saints ringed the chamber, holding up the ornate columns.

Rasima prostrated on her knees in front of the olive tree, bathed in the rainbow light of the stained-glass windows above. Karam and the Amirah’s other wali stood nearby. Her covered head was bowed in prayer, henna-painted hands clasped together while the tendrils of incense and litanies from the female qaris brushed the top of her head. The woman priest finished reading the last line of the Saints’ blessing and rolled up her fading chestnut-colored words into the scroll before stepping back as the head priest approached.

Sethos straightened, his eyes fixed on his daughter. Serein glanced at the sword, Vastator, laid in his lap. The smells of sandalwood, myrrh, and burning olive leaves from the hanging incense burners cut through the faint scent of decay that seemed to cling to Sethos. Seconds grated against Serein’s skin, the scar across her chest remembering the sword’s teeth. The opalescent screeching of magic screamed in her ears as it clawed at the ground.

She closed her eyes, breathing in through her nose as the black beast rumbled. Not here. I can’t kill him here. It’d be so easy, a blade through the back of his neck or in his ear. I might be able to take down Hisein, but the soldiers would kill me before I could escape, Serein thought as she opened her eyes again. Murdering the king in a church might be frowned upon.

The priest recited the blessing of the Saints over Rasima, his voice undulating like green waves. He reached for her face covering and lifted it. She stared up at him as he dipped a finger into a bowl of water held by an acolyte on his left.

“From the water you’re cleansed. Have a heart that serves and leads with courage. Just as Alkhaliq’s tears watered the world and brought life to it, let your actions bring life to those around you,” the priest said, the hem of his green and orange robes whispering against the polished floor.

Droplets of water glistened on his fingertips as he dabbed her forehead. Another acolyte raised a second bowl to him. Tendrils of incense danced in the beams of sunlight and curled through the leaves of the tree. Shadows of birds darting past the stained-glass windows fell across the statues of the Saints.

“Let this ash remind you that the fire of Alkhaliq burns inside you. Wherever He leads you, don’t let His light fade within you.” The priest smudged the ash in the shape of a moon with a flame around it on Rasima’s brow and small crescents along her cheeks.

The man beside the head priest stepped forward, carrying a pillow in his hands. Atop the crushed velvet sat a silver circlet with three silver bells rimmed with gold. The priest lifted the circlet above Rasima’s head, sunlight reflecting off the polished metal.

“With the blessings of the Saints, you are now a woman in the eyes of Alkhaliq,” the priest said. “Rise, daughter of Sarddon.”

Serein’s eyes darted around people seated throughout the church. Amidst the hush of the spectators and the reverence of the ceremony, she felt a twinge of unease.

Something’s amiss, she thought. It feels like the pause before a viper strikes.

Unclasping her hands, Rasima stood, turning to face the spectators. Her round face carried the air of regal solemnity, but fear swirled in the girl’s golden eyes. Applause thundered around Serein, bleeding into a wash of colors. Rameses smiled at his sister as he clapped. Serein saw the ghost of a smile on Sethos’ face.

A shadow flickered above, and Serein’s gaze jerked upward. The edge of a cloak disappeared from the upper windows of the massive domed ceiling. None of the guards noticed anything, and Serein shifted.

Someone’s on the roof. No guards are stationed up there.

The tapestries at the top of the mezzanine a few yards away on the left shifted, and something glinted in the shadows. Serein turned in time to see a figure move behind the woven image of Saint Shukri surrounded by curling vines. A man raised a crossbow, aiming for Sethos. She lunged forward and pushed Sethos down as a yellow-orange whistle streaked toward her. Sharp pain cut across her shoulder as the bolt grazed her and struck the cushion where the Malik had been sitting. Lujayn let out a mauve cry as Sethos crashed into her.

“Archer in the mezzanine!” Serein told Kamau and Hisein as they jumped up, pointing to where the bolt was fired from.

You should have let the arrow hit him, but instead you saved the Murderous King’s life, Xansas said in her ears as warm blood ran down her arm.

Serein shook the white whisper from her mind. Shouts rang out as realization rippled through the guests. Karam and Hisein grabbed the Malik and got him to his feet. Another bolt came through the air and struck a noble seated behind the muharib. Rasima’s eyes widened while people screamed, lips parting as confusion spread across her face. Serein rose, and the acolyte holding the pillow drew a thin blade from underneath it. The man’s gaze darted to Rasima, and he lunged toward her.

The world blurred around Serein as she dove for Rasima, the mechanisms of the hidden blade around her left wrist clicking. Serein grabbed the Amirah and shielded her, her blade piercing the man’s throat. The circlet fell from Rasima’s head and blood splattered across the gems. The man’s eyes grew large, a pale brown gurgling breath escaping before he collapsed to the floor. The dagger hit the bloodied carpet. A faded marriage bracelet with dulled metal bands and two black beads on it hung loosely around his wrist.

This is no priest. Right-handed. Skilled with a knife. He has the bearing of a soldier. Faded marriage bracelet with black beads. A widower out for vengeance against the crown? Serein thought, the hush of death settling around her. Blood was slick against Serein’s bare feet and hands. This wasn’t done by Xansas. It’s a coordinated attack, but it lacks his stealth.

The priest and the other acolytes looked down at the dead man before stumbling back with fearful prayers on their lips. Chaos erupted in the church in piercing screams and panicked crowds. People in dark cloaks dropped from the mezzanines, circling the spectators, and drawing weapons as the guards scrambled into action. People clustered together as panic spread like fire.

Thirty enemies. This took planning to slip in unnoticed, or people were bribed to look the other way. There are more on the roof. They don’t outnumber the guards, but they have everyone surrounded and the element of surprise. Was Sethos their main target? Or are they targeting others?

Rasima glanced at the fallen circlet and looked up at Serein, her lips trembling. Blood streaked her cheeks as unshed tears shimmered in her gold eyes. Rasima flinched as another teal scream tore through the air. The fear on her face made Serein’s chest tighten.

This is how your children will look at you, the white voice said, cutting through the cacophony raining down on her. You’re the monster that bares its fangs.

Karam hauled Rasima up while the other wali closed in around her. “Are you hurt, Your Highness?” he asked.

Rasima shook her head, trembling. Karam ushered Rasima toward a cluster of guards in the center where her family was. I’timad and Nasir flanked Rameses as civilians rushed around and crashed into them. Uriah’s green shout boomed over the chaos.

Kamau’s red spear swung through the air. He and Hisein stayed close to Sethos, the Malik’s Guard a gilded wall around him. Sethos’ black blade cut down an advancing attacker. On Serein’s left, a dark-haired man dressed in gray robes advanced toward Sethos, a sword drawn.

Serein rushed at him with a dagger in hand. Right-handed. Thirties. Skilled with a short sword. Minimal fighting experience. Moves too clumsily and leaves himself wide open.

Blades clashed as another rebel came for Hisein, only to be cut down by the whirling strokes of the muharib’s scimitar. He and Kamau ushered Sethos, Lujayn, and Rahim through the shifting bodies as they tried to make their way out of the inner sanctum. Rebels blocked the entrance. Carnage escalated under the painted eyes of the Saints as holy ground turned into a battlefield, bodies scattered over the cushions.

Dodging the swing, Serein grabbed her assailant’s wrist and buried the dagger’s blade under his ribs. A gasp left his lips in a cloud of dingy white, brown eyes staring down at her with hatred. She twisted the blade, and his scream grated in her ears as she kicked his legs out from under him. As he hit the ground, she pinned him down with her foot against his throat.

“The Malik will fall, along with all his kin!” the man spat, teeth stained red.

Serein pressed down harder, his face reddening as he struggled to breathe. Blood spread in a growing pool around him as his thrashing grew weaker. He sucked in a rattling breath before going still. Serein stepped back, the metallic smell thick in her nose. Her shoulder throbbed as she moved. The black beast reared its head, a growl rumbling deep within her bones.

“Serein!” Uriah’s green shout resounded in the distance.

She sensed someone behind her, smelling sweat and saltwater. Her left arm shot out, and her blade connected with flesh, slashing across his side and hitting the plates of his armor.

Right-handed. Mid-thirties. Little military training by how easily he left himself open. This group doesn’t have a lot of highly-trained fighters besides the archer.

A woman slammed into Serein from behind as she ran, abaya torn and bloodied. Serein planted her left foot down to keep from slipping on the blood-slicked floor. Her attacker tried to twist around and strike her, but Serein sliced the inside of his sword arm. Grabbing his injured arm as he let out a tan-colored cry, she knocked him to the ground and stepped on his hand. Drops of red fell from the blade onto the man’s cheek. Pain carved its way across his face, a sheen of sweat forming on his brow.

“Care to give answers in exchange for your life?” Serein asked as he tried to claw at her leg.

He spit at her, writhing beneath her feet. “Go to hell, dog.” His sharp voice mixed with his blood.

Guess not.

Serein drove the hidden blade through his eye, and he screamed before he sagged against the carpet. Serein flicked the gore off the blade and turned to the pockets of fighting clashing around her. Sharp colors slammed into her, snarling and screaming. Guards managed to push through the rebels and rushed Sethos and Lujayn away from the fray with Rasima and Rahim close behind.

Rameses and his wali were cut off from escaping as a handful of rebels slew the guards, advancing around them. Uriah was engaged with a bald man, keeping him from a group of noblemen. He looked at Rameses and tried to move closer while parrying oncoming attacks. I’timad ran his sword through a rebel as he and Nasir flanked the Prince. Their opponents pushed them back into the fighting. Terror shone on Rameses’ face as he held a knife in his hand.

A man swung at I’timad and knocked him to his knees. Serein rushed at him, her robes fluttering like dark wings. The blade of her vambrace pierced the back of the man’s neck and scraped against his spine. His crimson-colored cry gurgled as he crumpled, clutching at his gushing wound. She rose, meeting Rameses’ gaze. He swallowed as relief broke through his fear.

“Serein!” Cracks ran along the trembling gold word. “Where’s Rasima?!”

“She made it out with your parents and brother,” Serein said as blood dried along her fingers. The attacks aren’t slowing, even with Sethos having escaped. Is there something else going on, or have they not realized he’s gone?

An orange whistle on her right made Serein turn to face a large man lumbering towards her, wielding a curved short sword. Rameses shouted as she dodged to the left and raised her dagger. The man’s tan skin was streaked with red and sweat, face shadowed by the hood of his brown djellaba. His swing came back around and forced Serein back. The ivory muharib pendant hit against her chest.

Peach-colored tolls from the kanisa’s tower bells rang out in the quick rhythm of warning. “Serein!” The gold sound got lost in the loud ringing. His wali ushered him out as the cluster of people blocking their way broke apart.

Serein blinked, focusing on the movements around her coated in the sound of the bells. She launched herself at the man, the smile secured on her face like a mask. He parried her attack and swung a fist at her head. She ducked and her opponent reached for a knife in his boot, his blue haya bracelet ringed with white bands. The blade slashed at the space where her face had been, missing her cheek. The man’s mouth twisted in a grimace.

Ambidextrous, but is left hand dominant. Military experience. Skilled with a sword and knives. Looks like an Oyon native. He’s more skilled than the others. He might be more of a challenge. All these men are Sarddonian, so it’s not an Old Kingdom rebel attack.

He aimed the knife at her stomach, the sword coming from the right. Serein dodged to the left and drove the thin blade into his wrist. His dark blue yell splattered across her vision. She twisted away from the sword and buried her dagger into his calf. As she moved behind him, Serein withdrew the hidden blade and struck him in the jaw with her fist. He staggered forward, and she clipped him behind the ear. A pained groan dribbled past his lips as he crashed to the floor. Serein tossed his weapons away. She ripped the edges of her robe into strips and tied the man’s arms behind his back.

Unfortunately for him, he might know about this group’s inner workings. The Jackals will want to question him.

A shrill pink whistle caused the rebels to turn their heads and abandon their fighting. Like receding waters, they retreated. Ropes dropped down from the upper windows, where hooded figures waited. The attackers scrambled over the railings of the mezzanines and climbed up.

They’re retreating instead of scattering. There’s still a leader alive and a place they’re regrouping to. One of them is bound to have usable information.

Serein took off running, leaping over corpses covered in vermillion blooms. She grasped the carved folds of Saint Rahat’s marble robes. Her feet scraped against the stone reliefs as she pulled herself over the railing rushed at a hooded man trying to climb the rope. Before he could turn and draw his weapon, Serein slashed his throat. A sanguine spray arced through the air, his body staggering backward. The man collapsed as she wiped her dagger on her trousers, sheathing it before grabbing the rope. The cord chafed against her palms as she scaled up the wall.

A bearded man at the window stared down at her, gray streaking his beard and temples. His dark eyes widened, and he drew a blade.

This could be a problem, Serein thought, feeling the cord tremble.

Sweat and a splattering of blood coated Uriah’s clothes as he scanned the inner sanctum of the kanisa. His arms ached, knuckles white around the hilt of his scimitar. The attackers were being dealt with and forced to retreat. Rameses and the rest of the royal family had escaped, but the tension still lingered. The head priest remained curled up on the ground, his leathery hands clasped together as he and several acolytes prayed by the olive tree.

How could this happen? Uriah thought. Why would they want to assassinate the Amirah? We can’t let them escape the city.

Colored light from the stained-glass windows fell over the bodies in a macabre kaleidoscope. Soldiers and insurgents lay slumped on the ground, moaning in pain. Blood stained the carpet and stone floor. Uriah’s palms grew sweaty, heart beating fast in his throat. The smell of death hit him in the face, and the adrenaline drained away, leaving behind shaking hands and a dry mouth. The scenes before him bled into older memories, the two flashing together in a tangled mess. A buzzing sound grew louder in his ears. More bodies. More death. People strewn across muddy banks. Killed by soldiers.

Killed by him.

No…I’m not back there. This isn’t the front. He gripped the tourmaline necklace. Stone protect me, Fire strengthen me, Water purify me, Wind guide me.

Uriah sucked in a lungful of burning incense smoke, the taste of watery silt and blood fading. The alarm bells continued to ring, burrowing down into his pounding pulse.

He glanced up and spotted Serein climbing a rope up to the windows. She left behind red footprints on the white marble. Is she going after them? Shouldn’t she be with the Malik?

From the upper windows, a bearded man bent down, a dagger in hand. He grabbed the rope and began sawing at it while Serein dangled halfway up.

Uriah began moving towards the mezzanine. The rope snapped, and his stomach lurched as she fell. “Serein⁠—!”

The man turned and ran. Serein latched onto the edge of a relief carving as the rope fell away. She swung her legs up and climbed toward the window. Serein reached the top ledge and hoisted herself onto the edge before slipping through the opening.

“Captain! The enemy is retreating. What should we do?”

Uriah turned as two guards, Khayri and Midhat, ran up to him. Their weapons were still drawn, faces sweaty and worry etched around their eyes. On the other side of the chamber, he saw Firoz kneeling beside a woman lying on the ground. The knot in his stomach unclenched a bit.

“Khayri, find as many as you can to tend to the wounded until reinforcements arrive. We’ll count the casualties,” Uriah said, tightening his grip on his sword. “Round up any attackers still alive here.” He looked around at the remaining people in the kanisa. “Midhat, find Firoz and make sure the entrances are secured. Serein’s chasing after the assailants on the rooftops, so send a company to find the rebels. The rest of the guards will lock down the city.”

“Yes, Captain,” Midhat replied. He and Khayri saluted before moving through the aftermath of the fight.

Uriah’s shoulders slumped, his eyes going to the open window above. If she catches up with them, is she going to keep any of them alive?
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Oyon stretched below Serein as she jumped across the rooftops, the sun shining over the houses. Barrels and pots full of water glistened like fish scales. The roughened soles of her feet scraped against the brick ledges, small rocks and scattered debris digging against her thick skin.

The insurgent groups split in two ahead of her, jumping down to street level. The hooded figures wove through the narrow streets, melting into the crowds of vibrant sounds as they broke off into pairs.

The guards will be combing the streets and closing all the entrances to the city soon, she thought, the peach booming from the kanisa bells puncturing the blue sky. They’re heading to the western side of the city, possibly to escape into the Tafall District or the Undercity. Probably where the rest of the group is going to regroup.

She ran across a beam over a bazaar, her shadow slithering over the stalls. The cut on her shoulder oozed, and the fabric of her tunic stuck to her skin from the cold wind sweeping over the rooftops. Dogs in the alleyway let out angry pistachio-green barks as she passed. She paused on the edge of a roof, surveying the dark veins of streets clogged with animals, carts, and people. The hooded pair dodged a group of blue-robed Azraq traders leading camels behind them before they took another right between two tenement buildings.

Serein’s gaze remained fixated on the bearded man in the second group who cut the rope. The man took a right with a taller figure, his tan rida’ snapping behind him.

Let’s see if he knows anything.

Serein followed them. She grabbed a bucket from a thatched shelter on top of a house. The rebels’ boots scraped against the hard-packed dirt, echoing off the close walls like a pair of irregular red and yellow heartbeats. From beneath the shadows of their hoods, the two men cast wary glances around as they slowed. They hid in a doorway as guards ran by. Laundry strung between the windows flapped in the wind.

When the soldiers left, the two men inched out of the shadows, panting. “What now, Zeitun? The plan’s failed,” he whispered, his panting aqua words wavering down his brown rida’.

He’s young. Barely twenty from the looks of it, Serein thought. He probably got mixed up in this recently. Most of the others look older than thirty.

Blood along a cut on the taller man’s chin crusted into a dark crescent. “There will always be another chance, Yahya. We’ll start again and wait to strike,” the bearded man, Zeitun, replied in a beige voice. His hand rested on the sword sheathed at his side.

“But what about the Scarred Wraith? Why was she there? We were just supposed to kill Sethos, but it all went to shit. The guards will kill us if they find us!” The younger man’s words tumbled out like trembling leaves as he glanced at the street again, tensing at anyone passing by the alleyway.

Yahya and Zeitun. Serein unsheathed her weapon, inching towards the edge of the roof. The bricks were cool beneath her feet, the residual heat of the sun leeching from them.

“Enough!” Zeitun grabbed the young man by the shoulders and shook him. “Don’t worry about the assassin. Our cause is just and guided by the Saints. The tyrant and his brood will fall, and justice will be brought to the people.”

Yahya nodded, chewing on his lower lip. “You’re right⁠—”

Serein threw the bucket down the street. The loud blue clatter as the wood split caused the men to freeze and whirl around, weapons drawn. Her shadow descended on Yahya before he had time to turn around. The young man fell back onto the ground, pinned beneath her, and Serein drove the hidden blade through his neck. His aqua gasp bubbled in his throat, eyes widening. His body jerked, pulse fluttering against her hand as she pulled the dagger out. A stream of blood gushed from the wound, soaking into the dirt.

Serein rose as Zeitun whirled around. “Looks like your Saints have abandoned you,” she said, a dark smile hanging on her face.

The man’s eyes widened as he stared at Yahya’s corpse. “You—!” Zeitun snarled and swung his scimitar at her, his words dissolving into a yell.

Right-handed. Early forties. Skilled with a knife and sword. Has the bearing of a military man. He won’t be able to use his sword in this narrow alley, she thought and dodged his strike.

Droplets of blood wicked from the thin blade of the vambrace and splattered against the wall. Gritty sand shifted beneath her feet, bits of rocks and wood slivers digging into her soles.

If the young man had been caught, he would’ve been tortured and executed as a traitor. A quick death is the kinder of the two options. The torture that awaits the other won’t be pleasant.

Zeitun charged, fury darkening his face. Serein drew her dagger and dodged his attack. Orange spikes clashed in front of her from the metal scraping the water-stained sides of the building. Serein kicked his knee, and it gave a wet pop. His painful cry shattered on the stoop of a house as he staggered into the wall before she jabbed the blade at his chest. He rolled away, swinging the sword at her face. Her fist slammed into his chin, pain shooting through her knuckles. He reeled, red spurting from a split lip. Serein jammed her elbow into his ribs and forced Zeitun to the ground as he doubled over. Before he moved to counter, Serein struck his jaw with the end of the dagger hilt. He staggered, and she wrapped her arm around his neck, squeezing until his frantic beige breaths quieted.

She dropped his unconscious form at her feet. Perhaps I should end his life right here. Save him from the torture that awaits him. But there’s no room for sentiments. This will sell my “loyalty” to Sethos. Serein undid the sash around her waist and grabbed the man’s wrists. May the Lights take you quickly and give you rest, whenever that is.

A shimmering opalescent whisper tickled the back of her neck as an orange hiss of a blade came from behind. Serein sprang away, daggers drawn. A tall, bearded man dressed in a dusty brown rida’ stood near Zeitun. Three knives and a straight dagger hung at his side, his short sword raised. The air around him thrummed with an ancient pulse.

A pair of blue eyes flashed under a beam of sunlight before turning brown as the man took a step toward her. Despite his Sarddonian appearance, the movements carried a graceful, lithe control that weren’t human.

Her eyes widened. Right-handed. Skilled with a variety of weapons. Age undeterminable. Magic and changing appearance. Like the other Vale from the queen’s diffa feast eight months ago. How many Immortals are in Sarddon that the Golden Jackals don’t know about?

The Vale drew closer, regarding her with a cool stare. “The Scarred Wraith. Or do you prefer the Grinning Assassin?” he asked, his thistle-colored voice stretching around her like vines. “Seems you have come up in the world since we last met.”

“It doesn’t matter what I’m called,” Serein replied, keeping the dagger out in front of her. “What matters more is what an Immortal is doing here in Sarddon aiding rebels.” The color of his voice is familiar…He is the Vale from the diffa. Has he been in Oyon this whole time? He’s connected to Hasim, the Horse Lord. Are they still working together? Hasim didn’t seem ready to murder the king, but is this group connected with the rebels?

“I would prefer not to fight,” he said, eyes on the ivory token hanging from her neck. “It is odd how someone from the Old Kingdom would follow Sethos. Are you that much of a coward that you would bend to the Murderous King to save your own life?”

Her black beast growled, agitated by his words. The scar across her chest tightened. “Are you such a coward that you would try to murder a young girl in a church? I thought the Immortals held tightly to the Lights and respected the sacred.”

He glanced down at the two men. “This group is not part of ours. They call themselves Alsabah—the Morning. They formed a few years ago and have mostly targeted settlements around Sarddon with heavy military presence to protest the war.”

“Then why are you here? I find it hard to believe it is coincidence that would make you appear now, especially when the city is already on high alert. Unless you’ve been following me.” These groups must be working together somehow. Was he alerted to the assassination attempt and came to clean up the mess? How many others are there?

“Their actions have not created a bigger problem for us. And you are of interest to us, a Ravanassë muharib.”

“Then what do you want? And make it fast before the soldiers or the Golden Jackals find us,” Serein said, watching his movements as the alarm bells continued to boom. He said “us.” There are more people involved. If he’s been in the palace since Kemen, he must have been changing his appearance. He could have been anyone.

“I want to extend the invitation for you to join our cause. Your position and skills would be valuable to us. Having intimate knowledge of the king’s plans would turn the tide of this war. You know what he did to your lands and your people, yet you hunt down the innocent for him, killing people like this.” The Vale gestured to the bodies around them. “Do you want to know why magic has disappeared from these lands?”

“You rebels can wage war against the king and both sides will destroy themselves. I’ve seen what happens to those who oppose Sethos, and I’m not going to stick my neck out where it can get slit,” she replied, hearing shouts in the distance and the goldenrod whinnying of horses. Even if he could provide the answers I need, it’s too risky. They’ll want something in return, and I’m already walking a fine line. I won’t risk involving myself into more tangled threads.

The Vale held up his weapon. “That is a shame. Perhaps I should kill you, then. There is no guarantee that you will not report back to the king about seeing me. But you did not say anything the night of the diffa, so I am more inclined not to kill you.”

She took in a slow breath, fingers tightening around the hilts of her daggers. I’ll have to aim for the throat or stab him through the eye. Strike quickly. Don’t let this get dragged out any further. And if I survive this, it’ll be one hell of a story. All while not wearing shoes.

Serein lunged forward and thrust her right dagger at the Vale. He sidestepped, and she brought the second weapon carving toward his face. She almost missed the rippling of his muscles as he knocked the left Twin from her hand with his short sword. Pain shot through Serein’s fingers, and she shrank back.

The Vale swung down at her exposed side, and Serein twisted around, crouching against the ground. She swiped at his shins with her other dagger before swinging her leg around at his knee. He blocked her attacks and grabbed her ankle, hurling her at the wall. Wood splintered blue as she crashed into a barrel of water, and the cool liquid seeped through her clothes. Pain shot through her shoulder, and the breath was knocked from her lungs, wooden chunks digging into her back. A fuzzy white ringing noise clogged her ears. The crusted gash along her shoulder started bleeding again, and red ran down her arm.

She righted herself, eyes darting to Zeitun’s unconscious form. This is an opponent I can’t match. Grabbing the captive and fleeing is my best option. The Vale won’t want to draw attention to himself, so maybe he really won’t kill me—just severely maim.

Pushing off the side of the alley wall, Serein slashed upward at the Vale’s chest. As he took a step back, she flicked her wrist and the hidden blade shot out. A line of red opened across his chin, his brown eyes flashing vibrant blue again. For a moment, his appearance shifted, platinum-colored hair bleeding through the dark locks. Blood trickled down into his beard as he danced out of reach. Skin regrew over the cut, swallowing up the wound as if it never existed.

The Vale touched his face, and the pale features disappeared under brown skin and rugged wrinkles, mouth curling into a faint smile. His white hair became dark again while the opalescent magic shifted around him like a babbling stream.

Serein grabbed Zeitun’s body and hauled him behind her, water muddying the ground beneath her feet. Healing abilities will make him harder to kill. I wonder how fast he can heal himself if I slice something vital.

“Your reflexes are good,” he said, the thistle-colored words tipping upward with amusement. “You live up to your reputation.”

“You’re too kind,” Serein replied, the blade in the dirt catching the light.

With a tilt of his head, the Vale regarded her with a look she couldn’t discern, one that peered beneath her scars. “I think you are a practical woman and know how this fight will end if we continue. I would prefer no more lives be lost today,” he said, sheathing the blades. “I am curious to see how you fit into all this. Will you be lost in the conflicts of time, or a pivotal player in what is to come?”

Serein kept her weapons drawn. “Was that some ancient Immortal wisdom?”

“An observation from one who has seen many rise and fall. Perhaps someday you will choose a side, hopefully before it is too late to stop Sethos. I sense you have your own reasons you keep hidden from the king and have calculated the costs you are willing to make. If Mirarnediad’s guiding hand deems for us to meet again, then it shall be so. May Yestarë’s light guide your paths.”

The shouts of the palace soldiers trickled down the alleyway, colors streaking the bricks. The Vale sprang to the rooftops and disappeared before Serein could move. Sheathing her blades, she bent down to pick up her fallen dagger. The blue-hued Sarlyrian steel reflected her face in the folded ripples.

How amusing will you find me when my blades are turned towards you? Serein thought as she turned back to the unconscious Zeitun. I’ve weighed the cost, and there’s no price too steep to keep my children safe.

Uriah stood with Firoz and a group of soldiers who had returned once the House of the Saints had been secured. Shouts and fevered conversations boomed through the throne room, his mind still racing too fast to catch any solid snippets. Tension loomed like a building storm. Dozens of viziers, guards, and nobles surrounded the throne where Sethos sat, rigid and regal. Many still carried the aftermath of the attack on their faces, some streaked with blood and a haunting look of fear that contrasted with the polished floors and gilded ceiling.

He glanced down at his hands, dried blood cracking around his fingernails. The metallic odor clung to the inside of Uriah’s nose no matter how many deep breaths he took to get rid of it. Tension clenched around his bones, his skeleton trying to escape through the scar across his shoulder and chest. The silty taste lingered as he swallowed. He wrestled to separate the tangle of thoughts and focus on the next course of action to take.

“…such attacks cannot go unpunished!” someone shouted. “These rebels have no honor or sense of the sacred. To attack in the House of the Saints…”

“They killed Sulaiman and his wife. Aali was struck and no one knows if he’ll live. This was supposed to be a holy ceremony!”

“I saw them among the priests. How many of them are working with the rebels?! How deep do their operations go?”

“The guards couldn’t stop them, so who’s to say the city won’t face another attack?”

Sethos rose from his throne and the voices quieted, faces turned to him. “This attack is proof that the rebels of the Old Kingdom need to be dealt with swiftly and with crushing force,” he said. His words rumbled through the crowd. “Their allies will be cut off at the knees, and anyone found aiding them will know our wrath.”

Pockets of whispers started up. People nodded in agreement as anger rippled through the unease. Uriah’s hand tightened around his scimitar hilt, the lion’s head digging into his palm. With his left, he turned the stone over in his pocket. He scanned the room, and a woman moved through the group. Blood dripped from her face, eyes sunken and hollow as she stared at him. Ice filled Uriah’s veins as sharp spikes pierced his chest. Rushing water muffled his hearing, submerged whispers swimming around and cutting him like razor-finned fish.

No…That’s not real. Uriah pried away the invisible fingers clenched around his throat. How much longer will this war go on? It was going to end…

Blinking, the ghostly visage of the woman vanished, leaving Serein’s scarred face in its place. She moved through the crowd, covered in dirt. Her normally unreadable expression was darkened and flecked with blood. He focused on her as the voices faded. Relief burgeoned when he saw no signs of injury despite the red on her clothes, which he assumed belonged to those she had gone after.

The whisperings of the people in the throne room shifted, gazes going to Serein as they moved away from her. She dragged a bound man behind her. Sethos’ gaze rested on her. She stopped at the dais’ steps, tossing the limp figure down on the ground before bowing.

“I pursued the fleeing rebels, Your Majesty,” she said, her accented words resonating off the marble. “I kept this one, Zeitun, alive for questioning and killed the rest. The group calls themselves the Alsabah. I’m sure the Jackals will be able to get more out of him.”

The Alsabah did this? They’ve only caused small disturbances before. I didn’t think they would escalate to something like this, Uriah thought.

The onlookers spoke amongst themselves before the quiet mutterings erupted into shouts, and some of them tried to lunge for the unconscious rebel. The palace guards moved to hold them back. Uriah tensed as he made his way through the angry masses toward Serein.

“Silence!” Sethos’ voice boomed over the roiling chaos. He waved his hand through the air and stepped down from the dais. “Take him to the cells. The rest of you, return to your chambers. Those of you who need healing, go to the infirmary. Our losses will not be forgotten. They will be avenged.”

With Hisein and Kamau at his side, Sethos brushed past Serein. A pair of guards hauled the rebel away, leaving a crimson smear on the floor. The remaining attendees followed the Malik’s order and dispersed, a trail of anxious mutterings following in their wake. As the people in the throne room cleared out, Uriah found Serein’s blue stare. Dried blood splattered her neck, her robes torn at her shoulder.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

“Just a scratch,” Serein replied, glancing at the crusted wound visible through the ripped fabric of her sleeve. “I’ve had worse.”

“Have you gone to get it looked at?”

“I’m not dying, so I thought I’d have time to drop off a prisoner. I’ll stitch myself up in my chambers,” she said before lowering her voice. “You’d think he would be a bit more grateful that I saved his life and his daughter’s, and brought him someone with answers.”

Uriah sighed, noticing her bare feet coated in dust and dried blood. There was a slight hesitation with each step she took. “Did you go after those men without backup or shoes?”

“There wasn’t much time to wait. Your concern for my safety is touching.”

Her needling tone almost made him roll his eyes. His mouth creased into a frown as they left the throne room and went down the hall to the East Tower. He needed to follow Sethos to give his full report, but his feet followed Serein.

“They cut the rope you were climbing, and then you took off suddenly in the middle of the chaos. I didn’t know if there were more attackers outside the church or in the city.” I had thought she wouldn’t have cutting remarks about this. Had some knives hidden in her words after all…

“Did the rest of the royal family make it back safely?” she asked.

“They have been ushered to their rooms until the danger is taken care of. Guards are patrolling the city to find the remaining attackers that escaped. They’ll be watching Oyon’s gates and the Tafall District,” Uriah said. “Do you…do you think Xansas had anything to do with this?” The question came out under his breath.

“No.” Serein’s eyes remained focused ahead, her voice low. “While it was brutal, it lacked his finesse. I’ve never known him to use groups other than his own people to launch an attack. Have you heard of the rebel group before?”

He nodded. “Aye. They’re responsible for some small altercations, but nothing like this. This is very unlike their group.”

The chunk of tourmaline clinked against Uriah’s armor with each step as they walked down the hallway. Soldiers and palace guards moved quickly through the corridor, shadows melting across the marble floors. Tension hung in the air, tangling around every pillar and corridor like a restless beast.

“What is the fatality count?” she asked.

“Thirteen civilians. Seven of the attackers were captured, but ten are still at large. The rest are dead. At least fifteen. The dead are still being brought to the palace and the House of Healing.” Uriah’s usual stiff posture sagged under what was unspoken.

Serein slowed her pace, staring at him. Her gaze seemed to pierce through his armor and read between his words. “How many men did you lose?”

Uriah looked away, a hard lump moving down his throat. “Eleven.” A heaviness settled on his shoulders, eleven names rippling across his mind. “The archers in the mezzanines took out several of my men before they were stopped.” The ceremony wasn’t supposed to be dangerous. I’ll have to deliver the news to their families tonight.

“Those losses can’t be easy for you.”

“Even though they swore an oath to serve and protect, losing them never gets easier.”

“If it got easier, you wouldn’t be the captain your soldiers need.”

He found the rock in his pocket again, hand clenching around it until the smoothed edges dug into his palm. “If I had been here yesterday like I was supposed to be, maybe none of this would have happened. I was supposed to do my rounds through the city and make sure the church was secure for the ceremony.”

“Even if you had been here, I don’t think you could have prevented this. Firoz did his job in your stead, and you trust him to do everything you would. What happened today isn’t a weight you should bear.”

Her words made him stop. Serein’s gaze didn’t waver, and silence passed between them. He saw something churning behind her eyes beneath the remnants of the fight still splattered across her face. The hardness was gone, replaced with exhaustion.

This bothers her. Despite her feelings toward Sethos, she shielded him from the attack and defended Rasima without hesitation. His right hand twitched at his side as he felt the urge to reach out and touch her shoulder. “Will you still be leaving tomorrow?” Uriah asked instead, keeping his hand at his side.

“I doubt an attempt on his life would stop him from sending me out to end someone else’s,” Serein said. “If anything, he has more reason to send out someone for blood.”

“Does he want to speak with you about the attack?”

“If he does, I’ll need to make myself more presentable before seeing him. Maybe find another pair of shoes.” She looked at the blood beneath her nails. “I don’t go to Sethos unless summoned.”

“I’ll look for your shoes,” Uriah told her, his voice sounding too loud in the corridor, his ears feeling too warm. She gave him an unreadable look, eyebrows creasing slightly. “I mean, someone will look for your shoes…Just…get your cuts looked at before they become infected.”

He turned on his heel and headed toward the Royal Wing before another jumbled mess of words could spill from his mouth.
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The charged air of the Malik’s study prickled along Serein’s skin as she bowed before him, the stitched up wound on her arm throbbing with her pulse. The scrapes on the soles of her feet stung inside her boots. Sethos sat behind his low desk, the tip of the quill scratching against paper with slithering amber-orange curls. Lanterns illuminated the white marble chamber in amber light, catching the golden palmette motifs on the rugs beneath Serein. The Malik’s Guard encircled the edges of the room while Kamau and Hisein stood nearby.

Sethos’ intense stare landed on her, making the scar across her chest ache. His stony features harbored dark lines, his gold eyes like burnished coins. The blood and traces of the attack were removed as if it had never happened. Vastator leaned against the wall beneath the painting of the royal family. Dark growls rumbled in the back of her mind as the black beast’s hackles raised. Every time his eyes fell on her, she never saw a hint of recognition, some sign that he remembered cutting her mother down and burning her home.

Someday, before I kill him, I’ll make him remember. I want to see the look in his eyes before they close forever.

“Rise.” Serein’s gut twisted as the red word bloomed in front of her, staining the ground. “Today’s events have revealed that Sarddon’s enemies are embedded into the kingdom’s very heart. Those who escaped will be found, along with anyone else associated with them. Il-Makah’s men will get the answers from the surviving attackers soon,” he said. “You noticed the attackers before my other guards did.” Danger lurked around the statement with unseen questions poised to strike.

“Yes, Your Majesty. I saw the archer in the mezzanine and the man who tried to kill the Amirah,” Serein told him as she stood. Even with an attempt on his and his family’s lives, he seems unmoved. I suppose for a man hated by most of the world, assassination attempts must be commonplace.

“You protected my daughter instead of staying with the other muharib and letting her wali handle the situation.”

“I worried that if I hesitated, it’d be too late. Once I determined that you and the royal family had made it out safely, I decided it was better to go after the remaining rebels.”

The Malik set his quill down. Serein felt her heartbeat in her fingertips as silence pressed around her. “The one you brought back has already given up a name for one of their conspirators, who is hiding in Jawahrat Alsahra. The rebels were supposed to regroup there. It is still unclear how many were involved and how many escaped, but the name is corroborated by two of the captives.”

It’s only been a couple hours, and there’s already a lead. Either the interrogators are especially brutal, or this group isn’t organized enough to have a strong sense of loyalty, she thought.

“This man, Nashwan Cherkaoui, is a jewelry merchant who often travels from Oyon to Jawahrat Alsahra, and has connections with these rebels.” Sethos held out a paper with a man’s face sketched across it. “Find him and get as much information as you can. It is possible he has not fled the city yet, but word of this failed assassination attempt will spread soon. You will leave in the morning.”

Serein took the paper. The man’s round face was unassuming, his almond-shaped eyes set close to a thin nose, and had a dark birthmark on his right cheek. A thick beard trailed down his face. The location of his shop and home were written beneath the sketch.

“Will I be going after the tax collector when I return?” she asked. Things were ready in case the other target had more use left alive. Now I have to change things. I don’t think I can get this Nashwan out of the city if I need to. 

“Abd-el-Kadir will be taken care of by a Jackal instead. When you return, there is another mission I will be sending you on,” he told her. “I am sending an undercover group to strike at the rebels attacking the caravans along the Silver Road. You will accompany a second group that will head out in front of the caravan in disguise to Baltha Gorge. You will know the details when you return.”

The mission suggested by Uriah. Why have me go with them? Serein thought. If he wanted me to assassinate the leaders of this group, it’d make more sense for me to go ahead on my own.

“If any additional information is found, it will be sent to the Aneikas Inn. Get this done quickly,” Sethos told her, turning his attention back to his papers. “You are dismissed.”

The blood-red words dripped over her thoughts of revenge. “I hear and obey, Your Majesty,” she said, stooping into a bow, fingers touching her forehead.

It gives him satisfaction bringing the Grinning Assassin to heel. Will he still feel so high and mighty when you deliver the killing blow, volchitsa? the white voice asked.

Her retreating footsteps filled the study with quiet blue ripples. As the doors closed behind her in teal creaks, Serein inhaled, able to breathe again.

If this merchant has been identified so quickly, the Jackals are probably already searching for him in Jawahrat Alsahra, she thought as she left the Royal Wing. So why send me? He couldn’t know that I haven’t been killing everyone he’s sent me after…I only have a few hours to prepare before I leave.

The subdued hues of the palace grounds offered Serein a reprieve from the thundering thoughts as she headed back to the East Wing. Stars glistened like diamonds on a broken string through the windows. The smells of jasmine, lilacs, and ripe persimmon fruit from the open riads filled the hallway. Soft red calls of the nightjars flitted between the columns. The peace of the night overshadowed the chaos of the day’s attacks for a moment.

Guards stood around the library, and the door opened, peach jingling spilling across the floor. Rameses stepped out, stopping as he spotted her.

“Serein, what are you doing out at this hour?” he asked, the edges of his gold voice frayed. He clutched a book in his hand, his tan qamis rumpled and hair tousled.

“A summons from your father,” she replied. “It’s a bit late to be visiting the library.” Especially after a day like today.

“I couldn’t stay in my chambers any longer. I needed to clear my head,” he mumbled, each word crumbling. “What did my father want with you?”

“Il-Makah’s men have extracted information from the captured attackers. One of the suspected conspirators is a merchant in Jawahrat Alsahra. I’m going to track him down in the morning.”

Rameses stiffened. They walked down the hall away from the library with Sayid and Nasir following behind. “He’s sending you out again so soon?”

“He wants to find whoever was responsible for this quickly and get as much information as possible,” Serein told him as the chill of night settled around them. Rameses nodded, worrying his lower lip.

“I cannot believe this all happened…This was supposed to be a day of celebration,” he muttered, twisting his ring around his finger. “I tried to visit Rasi, but she won’t leave her room or speak to me. She always talks to me. Her handmaiden said she hasn’t eaten her dinner either.”

“Someone tried to kill her, so of course she’s shaken up.” No doubt Rasima will carry that fear with her for a long time. She’s strong, but seeing death so close is never easy. If what that Vale said is true, then it’s not the Old Kingdom rebels that pose the greatest threat, but Sethos’ own people.

The composed mask Rameses wore broke, revealing lines of distress on his face. His eyes glistened with shards of liquid moonlight.

“What should I do, Serein? My sister is in pain, and I don’t know how to help her!” The golden words exploded against the ground, shattering at her feet. “I’m her older brother. I’m supposed to protect her, and I almost lost her today.”

“You’re only a man. Come to terms with the fact that you’re incapable of completely protecting her. You couldn’t have protected her against what transpired in the church.”

Frustration coursed through his tight shoulders, knuckles whitening as he clenched his hands into fists. “I cannot stand by doing nothing.” His voice withered to a whisper. “If I cannot even protect my own sister, how am I supposed to protect my country…or lead when the time comes?”

Things like this will continue to happen so long as his father is in power. That’s why Sethos has to die, why Xansas can’t be left alive. They destroy everything around them just by living.

Small hands brushed against hers, orange and blue laughter echoing in her ears. Serein’s chest tightened as the whip marks across her back became heavy. Cold iron and the coppery-tang of desperation rose up on a wave of shame. The weight of Grasdan continued to press down on her, surrounded by Xansas’ white laughter.

“I understand your desire to protect and the frustration of not being able to. However, there’s a difference between wallowing in your own inability and doing something about it,” Serein said as the staircase to her tower came into view. “Go train with a sword if it’ll make you feel better. Arm yourself and find a way to protect what you love.”

Rameses swallowed and rubbed his eyes. “I never got to thank you for protecting Rasima. If you had not been there…” His shaky breath dribbled down the front of his qamis like a gold stain. “I don’t have the words to describe how grateful I am.”

“I did my job. There’s no need to thank me.”

“You protected my father, yes, but you also put yourself between danger and my sister,” he said, keeping pace with her. “From the bottom of my heart, I thank you.”

The intensity in his gaze and the sincere cadence of his voice wiggled past Serein’s callused skin, making her shiver. The threads grow tighter around you, volchitsa. Will you be able to escape them when the time comes without cutting yourself?

“Mutual survival, prince,” Serein told him, each step she climbed sending an ache through the soles of her feet. “It would have been a shame to see something happen to you and your sister.”

“How…how did you know that something was amiss? With the shooter and the false acolyte?”

“Something didn’t feel right. I saw someone on the roof and then noticed someone with a crossbow in the mezzanine.” It didn’t take much to figure out who they were aiming for.

And if you had let the arrow hit him, you could have feigned innocence. Your freedom was separated by an arrow you chose to spare him from. Sounds like you’re going soft.

Serein blinked to clear the pale words that followed her down the dim hallway, barely aware of the golden ones hanging in the air. A dark shape sat outside her chambers, making her stop. Her heart jumped and she reached for her dagger. As her eyes adjusted, Serein recognized her sandals that she’d been wearing at the church.

“What is it, Serein?” Rameses asked, pausing next to her.

“Nothing. Someone brought my shoes back.” Seems he did go back for them. The realization made something warm and strange squirm around her ribcage.

“You chased after the attackers with no shoes?”

“There were other things on my mind. The rooftops and streets of Oyon weren’t the worst textures I’ve gone barefoot on,” she said, picking up the sandals before turning to him. “Morning isn’t too far off, and I’ve got a mission to prepare for. You should also get some sleep. There’s nothing else you can do that’ll change today. Give your sister time. She’ll come to you when she’s ready.”

Rameses nodded. “May the Saints guide you on your mission.”

The Saints nor the Lights will want to follow me where I’m going. There’s still much blood to wade through before I get to you, my Sun and Stars, Serein thought, unlocking the door to her chambers and stepping into the darkness.
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Blisters marred the girl’s tawny fingers. The angry red pockets of fluid burst and bled as she trained. Knife hilts chaffed her palms and wooden staves left splinters. The girl grasped every instruction, pain, and lesson and formed them into a thick armor.

She raised her fists, watching the pale woman across from her with eyes like glinting sapphires. The woman’s blonde hair was tied in a tight bun, the right side of her face a web of burn marks. With each dark blue hiss of the air wrapping around her punches, the girl heard the assassin’s raspy fuchsia voice berating her form. Move faster. Hit harder. Keep focused. They left bruises on her skin and aches across her body.

The girl ducked a punch, backing away from the next attack. “That’s enough for now, Alazne,” the white voice said as it slithered across the room.

They turned as the White Snake entered the cavern, a stark slash against the darkened stone walls of the Citadel. The girl’s heart sped up as she straightened. Green eyes settled on her.

“Serein, it’s time for your next lesson,” he told her.

He gestured with his hand, the intertwined black and white snakes tattooed on his inner arm rippling. The girl followed after him. Her light blue footfalls echoed down the tunnel while the White Snake moved silently. She tried to tread on the balls of her feet, to become a shadow.

The corridor twisted and dived deeper into the mountain’s heart. Its pulse thrummed through the stone arteries, rooms carved into its interior like rabbit warrens. In the year since the girl had come to the Citadel, she couldn’t get used to the constant chill. The warm sunshine and open fields of her village felt like a distant dream.

The White Snake led her to a room with an iron door. A shiver traced along the girl’s neck as they stepped into the chamber, lamplight pressing against the smooth walls. She had heard the muffled screams seeping through the door during quiet hours. A man was chained to the wall, head slumped against his sweat-slicked chest. Flames sparked in the brazier in the corner, heat filling the room. Rows of knives and metal implements glinted on a table next to vials of dark liquids. The girl recognized the different poisons as she stood behind the White Snake.

The man jerked his head up as the door shut with a teal slam. A patchwork of mottled bruises spotted his tan skin. He tried to press himself against the wall, to slip away into the cracks. His ragged purple breaths reeked with fear.

The White Snake moved to the table, his long hair falling down his back. He selected a straight dagger and inspected it against the light.

“We’re going to start with a different lesson today.” The pale words fogged against the metal blade as he turned to the prisoner. “This man was sent to kill me. Sloppy. If an assassin is going to kill another assassin, there’s a certain finesse that’s needed. I should know.”

Placing a hand on the girl’s shoulder, the White Snake led her up to the prisoner.

“Do you know the easiest way to get a man to talk?” he asked her.

“Pain,” the girl replied. Beneath her shirt, the red X-shaped scar twinged. Her eyes remained on the dagger. A turquoise scream and the purple-blue roar of flames crackled in a distant echo.

The White Snake nodded, trailing the knife tip across the man’s chest. “Any good torturer knows that there’s only so much the human body can take. Silence only lengthens the experience. If you are the one needing information, it’s best to work your way up from small cuts to the more sensitive parts of the body.”

A line of red split across the man’s chest, his hissing purple gasp shredded by his clenched teeth. Sharp curses fell harmlessly against the White Snake as he moved the knife lower.

“The best places to inflict pain are the soft, vulnerable areas. Inside the elbow, underneath the fingernails, back of the knees, groin, forehead, feet, and the upper part of the leg. The key isn’t just to cut but to target the places that hurt the most. If they lose too much blood, they’ll pass out or die. Hard to get answers from a dead man.”

He went back to the table and uncorked one of the vials with a milky white liquid. Dipping the blade in the vial, firelight glistened against the metal. A serrated smile carved the White Snake’s face in half as he studied the prisoner—every twitch and gulp, blink, and eye dart.

“Why aren’t you asking him questions?” the girl asked, her pale yellow voice coming out as a quiet breeze.

“I’m getting to know him. Every stab and slice is a question he can answer. You have to watch a person’s reactions to pain, the look in their eyes, what they do when you ask a question and when they feel the knife,” the White Snake replied and nicked the man’s neck. “Sometimes you need to add something to the conversation to make it easier for them to talk. This poison will help the pain sing louder. It can make a simple cut feel like a thousand knives. I’m sure you remember it from your lessons.”

The girl swallowed, painful prickles moving under her skin. A few drops of the milky substance had made her body feel like fire was moving in her veins, the slightest touch a punch against parchment. She saw the prisoner tense, discomfort moving through him as the manacles dug into his wrists.

“Now, it seems like our guest is getting ready to talk.” The white words lilted upward. “Remember, Serein, if you ever find yourself captured, silence won’t be your friend. It only makes the agony worse. If you want to survive, you must choose your words carefully.”

The scar along her chest burned, and she clutched the front of her shirt. A black blade flashed behind her eyelids, gold eyes molten pools against burning houses. With a flick of his wrist, the White Snake began carving into the man’s forearm, and a purple scream filled the girl’s vision.

Night released its hold on the sky as morning crept over Oyon, turning the dark indigo a muted blue. Voices flashed through the air around Serein as people in the pleasure district dispersed. She caught snippets of conversation about the assassination attempt on the Amirah, the webs of speculations and rumors creating tangled webs of gossip. She cut through the tinted noise as she left her mare at a nearby stable and approached the Faten, looking around at the blur of faces. She committed each face to memory as they passed, etching eyes, mouths, noses, and facial features into her mind. No white hair. No green eyes.

She felt unseen stares on her back. Phantom footsteps echoed behind her. A white laugh. The foreboding shadow of the dark inevitably followed close, each second adding to the suspense. She ran a finger along the hilt of the left Twin.

You still think about me, volchitsa. You’ll always be thinking about me.

Inhaling, she slipped inside the Faten, bracing herself against the smells and sounds radiating through the brothel’s doorway. The courtesans conversed with a few remaining evening clients at polished tables and supple cushions, their garments thin and vibrant like bird feathers to draw the eye. Everything in the Faten was meant to ensnare and invoke a sense of paradise. Cinnamon, rose, and jasmine wafted around Serein as hookah smoke danced in gossamer tendrils.

In the corner near the back office, surrounded by stern-faced guards, sat Zahra the Night Flower. Eneca chatted with the Aanisah behind red silk curtains. The younger courtesan’s black hair shone under the lamplight, curling over her shoulders in a glossy waterfall. Gold bracelets glinted around her bare ankles. A blue veil covered her heart-shaped face. The Night Flower bloomed with vibrant petals under an armor of silks and perfume while the roots remained hidden down deep, unseen. Men tried to peer past the burly guards for a glimpse of her.

Serein glanced up from under her hood and met Eneca’s gaze. The end of her shift is approaching. I won’t be able to speak with her for long, but I need to know if her contacts have seen or heard anything since the attacks, she thought. Or if Xansas is on the move in all this chaos.

The Aanisah noticed Eneca’s stare and followed it to Serein, sharp hazel eyes cutting through the veil. She rose from the cushions, her gold and purple kaftan rippling. Smoke from her ornate pipe trailed around her.

“Here for another visit?” the Aanisah muttered, a vulpine smile curling around her plum-colored voice. Serein held out a small pouch to her, coins jangling with pale blue clinks. The Aanisah took a long drag on the pipe. “You’re a popular one, Zahra, my darling. Two muharib have requested you today.”

Another muharib? Hisein is here? Serein saw no sight of the Golden General. If he’s still here, he’s probably still indulging himself. Best not to run into him.

The Aanisah sat back down as she waved Eneca away. “You have an hour,” she said.

Flitting past the gossamer screens, Eneca smiled at Serein, the Night Flower mask dropping. They walked flanked by the guards to the stairs, ascending away from the noise. By the door, the guards took Serein’s weapons. The door closed, and the world became muffled. They sat down on the cushions, surrounded by the dim halos of the lanterns.

“It’s good to see you, Ser,” Eneca said in rosy Sarlyrian and squeezed Serein’s hand. “I’ve missed you.”

“The curse of my station keeps me busy,” Serein replied, smiling back. “I’m actually heading out on a new mission right now, but I wanted to talk with you.”

Eneca pulled a thin blanket around herself and removed her veil. “I heard about what happened at the church. The whole city thought it was under attack from rebels. To try and kill a young girl…”

“Their main target was Sethos, and I prevented that.” Serein’s mouth set in a hard line. “It would’ve been better if I had let the arrow hit him.”

“I’m sure that must have been a difficult decision for you to make.”

A heavy yellow sigh collected in Serein’s lap. “Yes…and I want Sethos to die by my hand, but I won’t do it where Rasima would witness it,” she muttered. Losing her father will hurt, but it’ll hurt her more if she knows I did it, even if I managed to convince her why he needed to die. “Have you heard anything else about the attacks? Has the Aanisah mentioned anything?”

Eneca shook her head. “She was more upset that all the soldiers in the streets impacted business. Most think it was rebels. Some reported seeing attackers heading toward the Tafall District. Still no sign of Xansas, either.”

Serein swallowed the familiar disappointment of empty leads. “A few of the attackers were captured. This group seems to be part of a different rebel faction made up of Oyon-natives. It’s drawn the attention of the Old Kingdom rebels, including some Immortals.”

“Immortals in Oyon? I thought most had fled to the Silver Shores for fear of the plague.”

“Some have been hiding here. I fought a Vale that could use magic somehow.”

“That’s impossible…” Eneca said, her brown eyes widening. “Magic’s been gone for almost sixteen years.”

“He changed his features to look like another human—like in the stories. He didn’t use any other magic though,” Serein told her. “Maybe he was holding back, or he was limited because he was using bottled magic.”

“Do you think Immortal Kings will return, then? If there are Immortals here, it could mean something is going to happen soon.” A hint of excitement sparkled in Eneca’s voice, blooming between them.

“I don’t know. Sethos is looking to Bar Elenion, so it’s possible the armies there are mobilizing, if any of the Immortal Kings have survived. The rulers on the northern continent could be preparing to move, but the fear of losing their magic and facing another plague might stay their hands. So far none of the captured attackers have mentioned anything about the Immortals.” How is it all tied together, the rebels and the Immortals? How is Xansas tied into this? They aren’t coincidences…she thought, chewing on the inside of her lower lip.

“Have you uncovered anything that could answer how Sethos was able to make magic disappear?”

“No. He’s searching for relics in these tombs, but I don’t know their importance. I can’t find anything that mentions them, and the Illumination of Sarlyria hasn’t revealed much beyond the stories we were told as children about the Immortals and the Lights. There’s still a lot to translate. I’m sending sections of it to some people who know ancient Sarlyria better than me.”

Serein glanced out the latticed window as streaks of purple seeped through the sky. The sounds from below had grown quieter. As the rest of the city began to awaken, the people moving through the crimson-painted streets of the pleasure district headed home.

“How long has the Golden General been a patron of the Faten?” Serein asked, glancing back to Eneca.

“Ever since he became the king’s muharib,” Eneca replied, fingers trailing across the vine pattern along her trousers. “I entertained him tonight. He’s with some of the other women now.”

Serein’s mouth curved into a frown, insides twisting. “Has he hurt you?”

“He’s usually rough with the others, but he hasn’t hurt me. He wouldn’t dare. The Aanisah knows about his reputation. She’s made it clear to him that if he does anything to seriously hurt me or any of the other women here, there will be a price to pay.”

“If he ever harms you, I’ll pay him a visit myself and make him pay dearly.”

A faint grin spread across Eneca’s face. “You despise him, don’t you?”

“We have a mutual loathing of each other.”

“What did you do to incur his wrath?”

“Besides be charming and demure? I struck him during the preliminary round of the Aikhtiar, and he tried to strangle me at the diffa,” Serein replied, resting her chin in her hand.

“That’s where that bruise came from,” Eneca said, nodding.

“I know what he’s done to the Old Kingdom. A bruise is the least he deserves.”

Eneca glanced at the door. “Will it be a problem if he sees you?”

“He won’t see me. He won’t even know I’m here.” Serein pulled her dark rida’ closer, lifting her hood over her head as she stood. “I’ll visit again when I return from Jawahrat Alsahra. One of the conspirators of the attack is there.”

“Maybe bring back some of those candied nuts. I hear the city has some of the best,” Eneca said, gathering the blanket around her.

Serein gave her a tilted smile. “If I find anything interesting, I’ll bring it back.”

“Take care of yourself, Ser.” Eneca’s perfume washed over Serein as strong arms embraced her. She leaned her head on Serein’s shoulder. “I’ll let you know if I hear anything about Xansas or Mayte.”

Serein hugged her back, the wound across her shoulder twinging. “Thank you,” she muttered. “Let Life protect you and Death never find you.”

“Vade in pace.”

“Vade in pace.”

Eneca kissed Serein’s cheek, a small smile on her face. Serein left the room and retrieved her weapons. She kept her head down as she waded through the noise. Twilight-blue laughter boomed across the room, and Serein slowed. Hisein chatted with a group of soldiers in the far corner, two women draped over him. The sounds clung to Serein’s rida’ like paint stains as she moved toward the door.

If he lays a hand on Eneca, I’ll kill him. I may end up having to kill him anyway when Rameses decides to stand against his father. Hisein won’t side with the prince, and if the Scourge can be removed from the list of oppositions, it’ll make taking Sethos down easier, Serein thought. I doubt anyone will miss him, only his coin.

The cool air of the early morning greeted Serein. Gulls flew overhead, burgundy shrieks trailing behind them. The silver mare glanced up and huffed at Serein as she approached the stables. She stroked the horse’s nose, warm exhales clouding against her palm.

Jawahrat Alsahra is only five hours from here. If Nashwan knows what’s happened by now, he may be trying to hide or flee. If I can’t track him down, I’ll see if he left behind anything useful to use against Sethos. Serein untied the horse and hauled herself into the saddle. These attacks are only the beginning. Maybe Eneca’s right. Maybe something big is stirring.
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Serein squinted against the late afternoon sun as she left the tunnel leading to Jawahrat Alsahra’s main gate. The city was divided into three layers—two upper ones carved along the sides of the volcanic crater and the third one on the ground level. Buildings were stacked throughout the city and carved into the walls of the massive caldera of a dormant volcano, sloping toward the center like colorful pieces of rubble. Through the tangled streets and clusters of shops, the Blue Jewel Lake glistened in the distance, rimmed by greenery.

Arches with large metal lanterns lined the main road cutting through the heart of the city. People clogged the streets as they went between the shops and bazaars. Colors swirled around Serein, roiling and melting together like dyes in water. Camels and horses waded through the noise, some laden with rolled-up rugs, glass jugs, and thinly woven nets with fruits. Armor from soldiers and the local city guards glinted through the sea of robes and flowing fabric. The street widened to a sprawling bazaar that surrounded the lake to the far end of the city.

I thought Oyon was a sprawling place. This place is even more impressive. Rameses said the bazaar in Jawahrat Alsahra is the biggest in Sarddon, Serein thought, leading her horse through the crowds.

She pulled out the map from inside her brown robes and shifted in the saddle to relieve the lower back ache that had formed.

Now to find the Aneikas Inn. According to the information the Jackals gathered, Nashwan Cherkaoui’s shop should be somewhere in that sprawl. If he’s hiding, it’ll take a while to find him.

Serein guided her horse off the main thoroughfare and up the carved incline that led to the second level. Floral murals painted the sides of houses, and flowering vines grew along the buildings. Serein glanced down at the map again and scanned the upper level of the city. The thundering sounds of the markets below continued to pound against her skull. Sunlight hit the lake, turning it into a golden eye.

When Serein finally reached the upper level of Jawahrat Alsahra, the shadows had begun to stretch out, dripping from the rim of the stone walls jutting overhead. White storks and dark-feathered ibises nested in the crags. The Aneikas Inn was carved into the rocks, a three-tiered dome with a twisted lemon tree in the front. Serein dismounted and led the silver mare to the stables behind a few other establishments, shouldering her bag. She peered down at the thousands of buildings covered in colored sounds like oil on water.

One man among a million people. This is going to be a long week, she thought.

As Serein pushed open the door to the inn, quiet conversations and chartreuse strumming wrapped around her. A man sat in the corner with a pear-shaped oud on his knee, long fingers dancing over the strings. Behind the counter was a Ginjarrian woman with five rows of braided hair across the top of her head and a crown of thick curls pushed back off her face. The bronze disks hanging from her ears flashed as she looked up.

“Marhaba. What can I help you with?” the woman asked, the throaty aqua-blue words spiraling like landing birds onto the worn countertop she stood behind. Sharp brown eyes watched Serein, her languid posture belying her observant stare.

“Just a room. I’ve got a horse stabled outside. Do you know where I can find a vase?” Serein asked, setting a gold dijil on the countertop.

The innkeeper glanced at the coin. “What kind of vase?”

“Something blue with birds. The kind of vase that would be good for flowers.”

“You’ll have good luck on the south side of the bazaar. There’s a man with a large selection of vases. His shop is the one with red rugs and the sign with three palm fronds.” The woman took the coin and set a folded blanket and a pillow down in front of Serein along with a key. “Third door on the left, second floor.”

Serein nodded and headed for the stairs. She found her room, unlocking the door with a crumbling teal squeak. A single mattress was pushed into the corner, and a wooden chest sat next to it. Serein set the bedding down and dropped her bag. On the wall hung a lantern. She lit the wick with some flint she found on the chest and shut the door, standing in the muted quiet.

Not the worst room I’ve stayed in. At least this one doesn’t have rats. She spread out the blanket. A folded piece of paper fell out, and she picked it up. An address was scrawled across it. Nashwan’s shop address. Looks like I won’t be following dead ends and wandering aimlessly.
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The door to Uriah’s chambers closed, and he leaned against the wood, eyes closed. His shoulders slumped as the heavy weight of the day pressed down on him.

Eleven families I notified today that their loved ones are dead. Eleven funerals to attend, he thought. The grief-stricken faces flashed behind his eyelids.

Uriah gripped his necklace and walked to his desk, where piles of reports from the kanisa attack sat. Darkness from outside poked through the cracks in the curtain. The leather straps of his armor brushed his callused fingers as he removed the different sections and set them and his chainmail on the wooden stand. Uriah undid his scimitar and dagger from his belt, hanging them on the hooks on the wall.

A chill clung to the room as he struck a flint to light the round brazier near his bed. Flames settled under the coals, and he warmed his stiff fingers, staring at the dancing heat growing behind the latticed metal.

Blinking, Uriah returned to his desk, lighting a candle as he sat down on the cushion. The row of rocks along the edge of his desk glinted. Yellowed vellum crinkled under his fingers as he sifted through the sheaf of letters he had requested from the library. A small collection of papers detailed everything about the Grinning Assassin, the Bone Vipers, and the Smiling Bane.

20 Nelyaar, Ista 561 S.O

Hail, His Majesty, Malik Ablah. May blessings fall upon your household.

I, your servant Ibrahim al-Karam, humbly beseech aid to Noor. An assassin has slipped past Noor’s walls and killed your servants Captain Yafar, Shahrban Adel, and Lord Hassim, cutting open their throats with a singular curved cut. Those who witnessed this horrid act described the murderer as being cloaked in shadows, face unseen except for a grin. When the guards tried to apprehend the villain, they were outmatched in speed and strength.

At the funerals of your slain servants, Your Majesty, I heard from Shahrban Fawzi and Lord Hanif that such murders occurred in the walls of their cities within the last few months. They have heard whispers that the villain is known as the Grinning Assassin. Your servant beseeches you to send aid to our cities against this terror. I fear if this man is allowed to still draw breath, Oyon’s peace may be threatened, such as what Noor, Sur, and Thahab face.

I write to you in pleading, your Majesty. Do not delay to avenge this wrong against the kingdom.

Your humble servant, Ibrahim al-Karam, continually serves you faithfully.

Uriah finished reading and blinked, checking the date again. 561? That was thirty-one years ago...This was the time of Rameses’ grandfather. He rubbed his stubbly chin. Serein’s only twenty-two. She’s the Grinning Assassin, yet the assassin in Noor was also identified as the Grinning Assassin. How’s that possible?

The inky words crawled through his mind. The scent of dust and old books wafted off the pages as he continued reading.

Serein’s not the real Grinning Assassin. There was one before her. But then who is she? Is it just a title that’s passed on, or is there something else behind it?

A knock broke through Uriah’s thoughts, and he tensed.

“Uriah? Are you awake?” Rameses’ voice came, and he relaxed.

“Aye.”

His friend stepped into the room, the wali lingering in the hallway. “Are you still working, sadiqi?” Rameses asked, looking at the contents on top of the desk.

“I was going through the reports and some documents,” Uriah told him as he tried to shuffle the letters underneath other folios.

Rameses sat down on the cushion on the other side of the desk and swiped one of the scrolls before Uriah could hide it. “Work you’re trying to hide?”

“I…” Uriah sighed. “Serein said something last week about this group called the Smiling Bane. They seem to have some connection to Xansas, but she didn’t tell me anything else other than Xansas killed them. This…is about the Grinning Assassin, but it’s from thirty-one years ago.”

Holding the parchment up to the candle, Rameses’ gold eyes darted across the text. “I remember reading about this last year. I don’t remember where I found it, but I came across a letter like this between two books one day,” he said. “That was why I was confused when we found Serein in the Harpy’s Chest and discovered she was a young woman and not an older man.”

“You didn’t tell me that you knew the letters were thirty years old,” Uriah replied.

“Some didn’t have dates. And I didn’t keep them. When I went back to find them for more information, the papers were gone.”

Uriah frowned as Rameses set the letter back down. “That would have been helpful to know when you set off to find the assassin,” he muttered. “If you had suspicions that Serein wasn’t the real Grinning Assassin, why did you insist that she was the person you needed?”

Rameses rubbed his brow. “We’ve established that my plan to seek out someone to look into my father wasn’t a well thought out plan, but does that really change anything? Does it really matter that Serein isn’t the real Grinning Assassin? She’s skilled enough, and at the end of the day, it’s just a title, not what wholly defines her.”

If she’s not the real Grinning Assassin, then who is she? Uriah thought.

“The look on your face tells me that this bothers you,” Rameses said, arms resting on the edge of the desk. He touched the labradorite stone.

Uriah met his stare. “It means she’s not who she says she is, that she’s still not telling us things.”

“It might be best to let Serein have her past and just accept her as she is. She’s done enough to earn my trust.”

Despite Rameses’ confidence, Uriah couldn’t shake the suspicion gnawing at the back of his mind. She did mention the Smiling Bane, which led me to this…She would have known I’d uncover something, so was that her way of telling me the truth?

The candle guttered, throwing shadows across Rameses’ face. Hollowness smudged beneath his eyes, his usual humor struggling to find purchase on his face.

“Are you alright after everything that’s happened?” Uriah asked.

Rameses chewed on the inside of his cheek as he picked up the chunk of labradorite, turning it over in his hands. “Everything is so tense now. There have always been guards at the palace, but now it feels like they’re everywhere. We’re forbidden from leaving the palace grounds. My mother is inconsolable, and Rasi…still won’t speak with me or leave her chambers. It reminds me of how things were after my uncle died.”

His face crumpled. Tears shimmered in Rameses eyes as he lowered his head, lips quivering.

“I almost lost her. My whole family could have been killed—and I couldn’t do anything. I want to tell her that everything will be alright, but I cannot lie to her. No matter how much I hope that tomorrow will be better, I feel the dread in my heart that it might not be. Nothing feels safe anymore…I keep hoping to wake up and that this has all been a nightmare.”

“The people who attacked the church won’t get away, and we’re making sure they’re all found. I won’t let anything happen to Rasima or your family,” Uriah told him.

Rameses clenched the rock tighter and sucked in a breath. “Is this how things were for you on the front? The constant fear for your life and for those around you?”

A heavy pocket of silence expanded around them as Uriah swallowed, trying to keep the memories from climbing up his back.

“Aye…there were moments, but we had to press on. We had a mission to accomplish,” he replied, hands clenching on his knees. It was that or sink into despair…

Rameses watched him with a sad look and set the rock back down. “Would you still defend my father if this whole war was based on a lie?”

“You sound like Serein. Do you have any proof?”

“Nothing definitive yet, but something’s not right about all this. I think you have sensed it, too…Even I don’t want to believe that everything my father has done has been for some other purpose, but what if it’s all true? I know you love this place as much as I do. I don’t believe he’ll bring peace to Sarddon. This bloodshed has to be stopped. I need to know that whatever the outcome of all this is that you will stand with me if it comes to me forcing my father to give up his throne.”

Uriah’s eyes darted to the tapestry hanging on the wall. The hidden door behind it and Serein’s words of warning seemed to fill the room.

“I believe that you may have discovered some things that don’t add up, but be careful, Rameses. You’re my brother, always, and I want to see you on the throne. But, I’ll do what my oath requires of me,” he said. I’d never betray Rameses. But to turn against the Malik would mean abandoning everything I’ve fought for, everything my friends have died for…”

Rameses twisted the ring around his finger as he stood. Disappointment rested on his face, and Uriah knew his answer wasn’t what Rameses wanted.

“It’s late, sadiqi, and I should let you return to your work. I’m sure all this weighs heavy on you, losing some of your men,” he mumbled and paused in the doorway. “You should write to your family. I doubt with everything that’s going on that you will be able to make it home like you had planned.”

Two letters written in his mother’s spindly handwriting made Uriah pause. They were reminders of promises he wouldn’t be able to uphold, the realization digging into his ribs.

They’ll understand why I can’t leave, but I don’t know when I’ll be able to see them again, he thought as Rameses left, leaving him alone with more unanswered questions and ravenous guilt.
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Words burned behind Rameses’ eyelids, piling up until they became a storm of ink. Severed hands crawled out of the dark corners, like an army of rotting, disfigured insects. They scurried toward his father, disappearing into his shadow. A cold shudder ran through Rameses as Sethos faced him. The gold eyes glowed with a predatory glint.

His father advanced toward him, and the words dripped red, sloshing around his feet. The pool rose to Rameses’ knees, his balance becoming unsteady as he tried to run. Words dripped onto his sleeves. Death. Traitor. Enemy. He went to brush them off, but they left behind bloody smears.

A decaying hand reached out and clamped cold, stiff fingers over Rameses’ mouth. His breath hitched in his chest as a scream built up. A familiar lion’s head ring flashed, the emerald in its forehead streaked with blood⁠—

Rameses blinked away the images of last night’s dream still clinging to his thoughts. He tapped the worn cover of Twisted Boughs with a nervous finger.

It’s been three days since I’ve seen Rasi, and the servants say she still hasn’t come out of her chambers, he thought. Why hasn’t she come to see me?

Ilderim’s footsteps echoed over his as they walked through the royal wing. Tension wandered the palace like a hulking shadow between the columns and the additional guards.

The midday sun broke through the clouds, streaming through the leaves of the persimmon tree growing in the middle of the riad leading to Rasima’s apartments. When he entered, he spotted Rahim standing outside their sister’s chamber door with his wali. The guards in the courtyard bowed to Rameses.

“Rahim? What are you doing here?” he asked, climbing the stairs.

The young boy looked up, holding a handkerchief filled with maamoul cookies and pistachio-covered baklava pieces. His dark curls fell against his brow, a few crumbs sticking to the corner of his mouth and the collar of his gray qamis. A wooden sword hung from the purple sash around his waist.

“I was bringing Rasi some sweets since she’s been so sad,” Rahim said. “But she hasn’t come to the door.”

“Does Umm know you’re here? You shouldn’t be wandering the halls.” Umm rarely lets him out of her sight. Given everything that’s happened, I didn’t think she would have let him leave her chambers.

“Umm is in her room. She’s been crying a lot. I wanted to play, but she doesn’t want to leave her bed. It’s boring in my room, and I told my guards I didn’t want to stay in there anymore, so they let me go to the kitchens.”

Rameses looked at the wali towering over his youngest sibling. They shifted and lowered their gazes.

“You know it’s not safe right now, Rahim.” He must have bullied them into letting him leave. Rahim can be stubborn and throw such tantrums when he doesn’t get his way. Still, he is being nice right now, even if he ate half of the sweets on the way here.

“If it’s dangerous, why do you get to be out here?” Rahim asked.

“Because I’m older and know how to use a sword.”

Rahim jutted his chin out, frowning as he brandished his wooden sword. “I’m not scared. Baba will take care of the bad people. And someday, I’ll be able to fight just like him and make sure no one tries to hurt Rasi ever!”

Rameses gave a small smile despite the twinge of sadness rising up at Rahim’s words. “I’m sure you will one day.” He crouched down until they were at eye level. “Are you really not scared of what happened at the coronation?”

The boy lowered his sword, brow creased. “I…it was scary then,” he said, fingers tightening around the bundle of sweets. “But Baba said it’d be alright. That I didn’t have to be scared because he would protect us. Are you scared?”

“I am. I was more scared that day than I ever have been in my whole life.”

“Then Baba and I can protect you.” Rahim lifted the sword again, jabbing at an unseen enemy. One of the maamoul cookies fell on the ground.

Rameses chuckled and stood. “You might be as good a fighter as Uriah one day,” he said. “I’m sure Rasi will like the sweets. Why don’t I give them to her, and you can go practice your swordplay in your chambers?” I was like him once, thinking our father would keep us safe after Uncle died…that he was going to war for a noble cause. What will the truth do to him and Rasima when they find out? The thought soured the moment.

Rahim looked up at him with dark hazel eyes. “Why?”

“If Umm comes looking for you, it will make her worry if you’re not in your chambers. She could also use some cheering up, just like Rasi.”

Rahim looked at the cookies and the baklava in his hand and then at Rasima’s door. “Fine. I’ll go get her some sweets from the kitchens.”

The outside of the cloth was sticky with honey as Rameses took it. “Don’t eat all of them though.”

“I only had a few to make sure they weren’t poisoned.” Rahim’s face scrunched up while

Rameses brushed the crumbs from his face and qamis. The youngest Amir straightened and headed down the stairs with his wali.

He waited until his brother had left before turning back to the door, sighing. He tucked the book under his arm and knocked. “Rasi, it’s me. I brought you a book and Rahim has some maamoul cookies and baklava for you,” he said, trying to peer in through the shuttered windows. Someone shuffled around inside the room.

Silence greeted him again, driving a painful knife into his chest. Every small sound seemed louder in his ears. Rameses worried his lower lip, his skin stinging as it tore. The tang of blood made him stop.

“Rasima, please, delam. I’m worried about you. I just want to know you’re alright,” Rameses said, licking away the metallic taste. “Can you open the door⁠—”

“Go away, Rameses!” Rasima’s shout made him flinch. “I don’t want to talk to you!”

The knife twisted deeper, dripping a cold bloody trail down into his stomach. “Rasi, please.”

The door unlocked and Karam’s face appeared, mouth set in a stern line. He bowed, fingers touching his forehead. “Sayyidi, forgive me, but her Highness wishes for you to leave,” he said in a quiet voice.

“I…” Rameses swallowed the jagged lump in his throat, but couldn’t dislodge it. “Please give her these, Karam. This book always comforted me when I was sad.” He set the handkerchief on top of Twisted Boughs and held the book out to the wali. “Is she eating enough?”

The guard took the book from him. “Laia is seeing to her needs, Your Highness.” Worry made each word sag as he closed the door, the lock falling back in place with a heavy thunk.

She’s never snapped at me like that before. The metal ring pressed into Rameses’ skin as he gripped his finger. She won’t let anyone help her, and I still don’t know what to do for her…

He lingered outside Rasima’s chambers for a minute before leaving, cold wind biting his cheeks.

“Give her time, sayyidi,” Ilderim told him, his gaze softening. “Your worry is going to tear you apart.”

Rameses pulled the hood of his rida’ closer as he pressed against the alley wall. Yelwa’s cold wind hit his face, his breath clouding in the air. Streaks of clouds stretched across the blue afternoon sky. Rajiya and Baqir’s house was across the street with the fig, lemon, orange, and moringa trees on the roof.

As Rameses moved to cross the street, a hand clamped on his shoulder. He whirled around to see Ilderim standing over him. “Saints!” Rameses hissed, reaching for the knife at his hip.

“I didn’t mean to startle you, Your Highness, but might I ask what you’re doing without your wali?” Ilderim asked. A dark rida’ covered his black and red uniform. “Your father said no one is to leave the palace grounds, especially not alone.”

“I…need to go into the city for a bit,” Rameses replied.

Ilderim gave him a knowing look. “Wherever you’re going isn’t worth risking your life going alone.”

“Are you going to make me return to the palace?”

“I only said you shouldn’t go alone.”

“I wanted to visit Baqir and Rajiya…With everything that happened to Rasima, I wanted to see them. They always know the right thing to say. It’s easier to talk to them than to my parents.” Rameses sighed, glancing back at the house. Light crept through the cracks in the closed windows. This is the one place where nothing feels bad. It feels even safer than the palace, he thought. “Could you wait out here? I won’t be long.”

Ilderim glanced around at the nearby houses and the handful of people moving through the street. A dog ran by with a few children. “I would feel better if I was with you, but I’ll wait nearby.”

A smile parted Rameses’ face, and he pulled his rida’ closer. “I think the most dangerous thing about Rajiya and Baqir’s house is how good the cooking is. I won’t be long.”

He crossed the street and stood on the worn stoop. Rajiya’s humming seeped through the window, stopping as Rameses knocked. The older woman’s face appeared as the door opened, her long graying hair tied back over her shoulders. Wrinkles creased along the corners of her mouth as she grinned.

“Saints, I think I might be dreaming. Is that you, Rameses?” she asked, wiping her hands off on her blue apron. The sleeves of her orange woolen djellaba were rolled up to her elbows.

“Hopefully a dream about me is a good one.” He kissed her cheeks, the smell of rosemary and lemons pulling him into a warm embrace.

She ushered him inside. “You’re like Baqir because you showed up right when I’m finishing lunch.”

Rameses stepped into the house and shook off the cold clinging to his clothes. Baqir sat at the low, round table with a knitted blanket draped around his shoulders, reading a book as a cup of coffee steamed next to him. Faded tapestries with the names of the Twelve Saints encircling a white flame hung on the walls.

Rajiya touched her husband’s shoulder as she walked by, and he glanced up. Light sparkled in his hazel eyes as he closed the book, his gap-toothed smile taking up most of his face. He stood, shucking off the blanket, and pulled Rameses into a hug. The tension eased out of him as Baqir slapped his back. The older man pulled away, his leathery hands signing quickly.

“I’m doing well,” Rameses replied as he bent his fingers in front of him. He slipped out of his shoes. “I don’t think I got taller. Perhaps you have gotten shorter, Baqir.”

A nasally laugh shook Baqir as he clapped Rameses’ shoulder. Rajiya came over with a tray of blue and green glasses and a dented tea kettle. Mint-scented steam curled around her round face.

“No Uriah again?” she asked, lifting the kettle high above the cup and pouring out the amber liquid.

Rameses tucked his legs beneath the blanket, soaking up the heat from the brazier under the table. “His work keeps him busy,” he said and blew on the thick bubbly foam on top of the tea.

“I’m sure dealing with the rebel attacks and assassins in the city takes up most of his time. The guards are searching every house and building. People are nervous. I heard several people were arrested because they were related to the attackers.” Her voice lowered as she headed back to the kitchen. Baqir shook his head and sighed.

Rameses flinched as the hot tea burned his mouth. “Have you had any trouble with the guards?” I didn’t know they were searching every house in the city. How many of the people arrested are innocent? What if it doesn’t matter to my father, and he decides to torture them regardless…or worse? He tried to swallow past the burning in his throat.

“No. Although they did almost knock over a vase of mine and tracked in mud,” Rajiya told him as she set a basket of flatbread, bowls of hot berkoukech, and a dish of olives down on the table. Weak sunlight came through the kitchen window and hit the zellij tiles pressed into the ocher-colored walls. “It seems that lately you’ve had something on your mind when you’ve come here. What has you looking so dour and chewing your lip to ribbons?”

Rameses met her brown eyes. Her gaze promised to hold his deepest secrets with gentle hands and smooth the wounds left with comforting words. He chewed on the frayed inside of his lower lip.

“My sister…has been very fearful since the attacks. She doesn’t want to leave her room. And I’ve been trying to talk with her, but she refuses to see me. Seeing her so upset and afraid makes me feel helpless,” he muttered, hands moving like limp birds as he signed.

Rajiya rested her elbows on the table. “Is the helplessness what’s really bothering you, or is it something else?”

“I’m worried that she will always be scared and anxious. But when I try to comfort her, it feels like I’m lying. I cannot guarantee that nothing will happen to her, and I’m worried that will make her even more afraid.” Rameses swallowed. “I’m afraid to lose her…”

“You can’t control how she chooses to process things, nor can you always protect her. The world is full of uncertainties, and everyone must decide how they deal with things that they can’t control,” Rajiya told him. “Unless you are Alkhaliq himself, putting the weight of constantly safeguarding one person’s happiness on yourself is an impossible task.”

“I feel like there is more I should be doing for her.”

Baqir dipped chunks of coriander bread into his soup. Rajiya arched an eyebrow at Rameses. “And what should you be doing? It sounds like you have tried doing all you could, so perhaps try doing nothing.”

Rameses touched his ring finger. “How is doing nothing helpful?”

“I have found that when people panic or are desperate, they try to do more to feel useful. It tends to make people feel more overwhelmed. There’s something restful in taking a step back. It doesn’t mean that you love or care about your sister any less, but you’re giving her the space she needs to grow. And I think it’ll do you good, too.”

“Why do you think it will be good for me?” Rameses asked, frowning.

Rajiya glanced at her husband as he signed to her, fingers glistening with butter. She tilted her head and gave him a dry laugh.

“For such a learned man, he can be dense, can’t he, delam?” she said to Baqir before glancing back at Rameses. “‘The tree with healthy roots can provide fruit for many, but the tree with sickly roots can help no one.’ How can you expect to help others when you’re struggling to help yourself? Saint Shukri said it’s important to tend to one’s heart like you would a plant.”

“When my uncle died, my mother became anxious about everything. She’s afraid to leave our house, and I don’t want my sister to also live in fear for the rest of her life,” Rameses said, his hand tightening around the wooden spoon.

“Children aren’t destined to become their parents,” Baqir signed.

But what if we have inherited so much of them that it’s hard to stop ourselves from repeating their mistakes? Rameses thought.

“You have a lot on your shoulder. If you aren’t careful with your stress, you’ll have wrinkles like me.” Baqir pulled at his wrinkly cheeks.

“I haven’t seen this man stressed a day in his life. His wrinkles come from laughing.” Rajiya blew on a spoonful of berkoukech.

“I’d think I’d have more wrinkles then,” Baqir told her.

A small smile creased Rameses’ mouth as he stirred the soup around. “I think I’d still look handsome with wrinkles. I imagine a little gray in my hair won’t look bad either,” he said, running a hand through his hair.

“I remember when my hair looked like yours. Hair moves downward the older you get.” Baqir touched his thinning brown hair with gray streaks before gesturing to his beard.

Rajiya poured more tea into Rameses’ glass and picked up Baqir’s empty bowl. Gulls screeched outside as they landed on the roof. One peered in through the window at the food on the counter. Rajiya banged her hand against the glass, and the gull flew away.

“Damn birds,” she muttered as she spooned soup out of the blue tagine.

“They taste good with cumin and rice, if you can catch them,” Baqir told Rameses, clenching his hands in the air.

Calm silence curled around them. The quiet didn’t expect anything of Rameses, and he tried to push away the wriggling fears building beneath the surface. He grasped at the happier memories swirling in the soup—the warmth of the spices, Rajiya’s strong arms, Baqir’s laugh, the small sanctuary where the shadows couldn’t penetrate.

How long before even this place is no longer safe? Rameses’ smile melted away as dark thoughts twisted together. All this is happening because of my father. If I stop him, will it bring my family further strife or put those I care about in danger?

Tears clawed their way free, stinging Rameses’ eyes. He pinched the bridge of his nose as his throat tightened.

“Rameses?”

His head jerked up, fingertips wet. Rajiya shifted closer to Rameses, wiping her hands off on her apron. He swiped at his eyes and hot mint tea coated his throat as he drained the glass.

“It seems like your heart is troubled by something other than your sister,” Rajiya said.

Rameses rubbed the pale band around his finger. “I’m worried that I will make mistakes that will harm those I care about. I want to do the right thing, but what if it hurts those I want to help?” His voice sank, words crumbling.

She placed a hand on his shoulder, gripping his arm with the other. “You’ll make mistakes. Sometimes they hurt people, but it doesn’t mean that you should do what’s safe rather than what’s right. If it’s truly the right thing to do, then it’s worth doing.”

Baqir moved closer, crossing his legs. “You have a good heart, Rameses,” he signed.

Tears ran down Rameses’ face, falling into his soup. Strong arms wrapped around him, the smell of lemon and rosemary from Rajiya and Baqir’s musky pipe smoke scent and sandalwood enveloping him. The tears continued falling as Rajiya and Baqir held him.
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The shouts of merchants punched the air with dark shades of red, green, and brown as Serein pushed through the busy bazaar. The waves of colors from the streets crested over the roofs and trickled down the walls. A day of wandering the stalls with Nashwan’s shop address in her pocket led her to a branching artery of the markets squished between rising tenement buildings. The last remnants of the mutabbaq cooled in her hand, grease and bits of the flaky pastry sticking to her fingers. She pulled back the indigo headscarf covering her face and took another bite, searching for any sign with three palm fronds.

It’s a wonder how any map of this place can be kept updated. It’s much louder than Oyon, she thought as a headache formed behind her eyes. Nashwan’s shop is well established in this area, so someone has to know if he’s still here or not. Ambessa didn’t have much beside the address or how to find it.

A man with a thin beard stepped out from a stall with bowls of dried fruit and blocked her path. His green djellaba clung tightly to his rotund frame.

“Sayyida, best dates in all the city!” he said, holding out a bowl colored with the purple flecks of his excited voice. “Try them!”

Serein stopped, swallowing a sigh. “The best in the city?” she asked, raising the cadence of her voice as she coated each word with a fake smile.

He gestured to the walls of the caldera. “Yes. All of the fruit grown here is sweeter and more succulent because of the volcanic soil. My fruit comes from a small orchard near the lake where the waters were blessed by Raz Nura. That makes them taste better than anything you have ever tasted,” he said and moved the bowl of dates closer to her.

She took one of the dried fruits and smelled it. “I’m quite full from my lunch, but I’ll be sure to try this later. Do you have any candied nuts?” Serein asked. Best not eat free food from strangers. You never know if something is poisoned.

The man went back into his stall. “I don’t, but there’s a seller ten stalls down who has some.” He pointed to the right.

“Do you also happen to know anyone selling jewelry? My sister is getting married, and she has a few necklaces she loves that were designed by someone in this bazaar. Her betrothed was supposed to come with me to look for a nose ring for her, but he fell ill,” Serein said as she looked over the bowls of fruit. “I was hoping to get her a set of earrings made by this—I think she said his name was…Nashwan Cherkaoui? His shop has a sign with three palm fronds on it?”

“His shop is around the corner, but you won’t have much luck.” He gestured to the cluster of houses and buildings across the street, smoothing out the large mound of dates to make them round again. “It’s been closed for a few days. He seems to be getting ready to leave on a trip or something.”

“Closed? Oh no.” Serein shook her head with a heavy exhale. “I guess I’ll have to keep looking.”

“There’s no shortage of jewelry makers on the east side of the bazaar. You may have luck there.” The fruit seller scratched the side of his face, gaze darting to a couple approaching the stall. “Try these dates! Best in the city!”

Serein slipped away into the crowd as she finished the last bite of mutabbaq. If that fruit seller is to be believed, Nashwan’s probably planning to flee the city, if he hasn’t left already, she thought as the alley opened up, clustered with carts full of goods. Ambessa’s intel didn’t mention him living with a family, but he must have a few employees to help with his shop.

Beyond a stall with towers of polished pots and serving trays, a worn sign with three palm fronds on it swayed in the breeze. The door to Nashwan’s shop was shut, and its windows were shuttered. Shadows of the narrow alleyway fell over Serein as she walked around the building. The room above it had darkened windows and no signs of life visible from the street. A cat looked at her, crouching on a broken crate.

Glancing around, Serein used the cracks in the wall to climb up to the nearest window. Part of the sill crumbled under her fingers. She unsheathed her dagger and slipped it in the crack to unhook the latch. Orange creaks seeped from the wood, and she hauled herself into the darkened room. Dust motes scattered in the air as she closed the shutters. She unwound the headscarf, eyes adjusting to the dim.

Wrapped bundles lay on the made bed and clothes were draped over a wooden chest. On the wall hung a tapestry with an embroidered tree. A workbench with half-finished projects in clay molds and a cabinet filled the small room. The brazier was cold, the scent of metal and stale oil lingering in the air.

He hasn’t been here in a while, or at least not long enough to make himself comfortable. Orderly, not many furnishings. He keeps his work close to him and not just in his shop downstairs. Nothing here screams rebel or someone capable of organizing the murder of a girl.

Serein unwrapped the bundles, revealing a collection of maps, bound sheafs of paper, sketches of jewelry designs, pouches of dijils and cut gems, and metal working tools. The other contained necklaces, bangles, and rings.

Nashwan is preparing to leave for good, so where is he now? she thought, looking at the circled areas on the map. Niza, Qadhifat Zarqa’, and Sarsa are close to ports. Possible places he’ll be fleeing to, maybe to meet up with other rebels. If he’s heading north, he could try escaping to another continent.

A portion of the floor shifted beneath Serein’s boot as she walked over to the cabinet. She stepped back, testing the spot, and felt it move again. Serein pulled back the rug, the dust tickling her nose. A rectangular section of hard-packed plaster had been cut out on the floor. With her dagger, Serein worked the loose section up to reveal a carved hole. Beams of light creeping in through the shutters fell across bundles of papers and a wooden box.

This is more like it.

The papers crinkled as she unfolded them, fragile light plum crinkles drifting to the floor. Letters and correspondences detailed attack plans, ways of infiltrating the palace, and guard movements. Drop points were listed throughout Oyon and Jawahrat Alsahra, overlapping with business ledgers for Nashwan’s shipments. Instructions from someone named the “Ibis” were shuffled among them.

Ibis. The Jackals didn’t mentioned that name. Could this be the person organizing this group? These letters are written by someone who’s left-handed and someone who most likely studied at a university with how carefully things are worded and the references to classic Sarddonian literature. A code. Rameses might know the significance of these pieces.

She folded the papers and slipped them into the pouch around her belt, eyes going to the locked box. Something metal shifted inside, the light orange clinks boring through the wood. Her lockpicking tools scraped against the lock until it gave way with a soft click. Nestled in a thick oilcloth were three metal vials with wire-wrapped tops. They hummed with an opalescent song that made the hairs along her arms prickle. Her stomach tightened as metal claws scraped her insides.

Bottled magic. Why does a jeweler have this? These are worth a fortune. Is this group using magic? She recalled the threads of magic traveling through the sands as the thunderstorm let out bronze rumblings. The storm…Was it a coincidence or was it a cover to move about the city unnoticed? Could that be why the Vale was keeping an eye on them?

The teal creak of a door downstairs made Serein freeze. Dark yellow footsteps shuffled up the stairs, and she slipped the vials into the pocket of her rida’. Serein pressed into the darkened corner by the door, dagger in hand as a key rattled in the lock.

The door swung open, and a tall man stepped in. As he turned to shut the door, Serein lunged forward. She kicked at the back of his knee and wrapped the head scarf around his face and throat as he stumbled. His muffled honey-colored shout was cut off by the tight gag of indigo fabric. Serein slammed the door shut and forced him to the ground, tying his hands behind his back with the remaining length of the scarf.

“Make a sound and I’ll cut your tongue right out of your mouth,” Serein said, pressing the blade against his cheek as she pinned his hands down with her knee. Wide brown eyes stared back at her, the irises bright and coated with fear. His eyes. He’s a half-blood—a Sahriminha? Serein thought, hesitating for a moment. “You’re going to answer my questions, Nashwan.”

She slipped part of the scarf away from Nashwan’s mouth as his nervous breaths bled across the floor. Dark hair escaped from his keffiyeh that had been ripped free in the struggle.

“Who are you? You’re a Ravanassë?! Why are⁠—”

The dagger nicked his skin. “I’m asking the questions,” she told him. “You’re linked with the attack on the Malik and his family during the princess’ coming of age ceremony. Your allies have given you up. The letters under the rug link you to them. Bottled magic—” Nashwan stiffened beneath her “—is an interesting thing for someone like you to have.” Early thirties, he hasn’t been sleeping, according to the bags under his eyes. He’s worried. Did he get wrapped up in this or get in over his head?

Nashwan swallowed, biting on his lip. Serein tightened the scarf around his throat as she dug the tip of her weapon into his left palm. His yelp came out in a strangled heap, tears beading in the corners of his eyes.

“Who is Ibis? How does a jewelry merchant get involved with this?”

“You…you’re a Ravanassë,” Nashwan gasped. “You of all people should know why. The Malik took everything from us, hunted our people down for a lie.”

“I want to know about why you would try to kill innocent children.” Does this group have proof that Sethos staged the assassination of his brother and his family? Could it have something to do with this supposed witness that night, Masud al-Nazari? He might be useful to keep alive.

“This won’t end while he and his family live. The bloodshed will just continue, and we’ll never be able to live in peace.”

“Who is Ibis? Is it Masud al-Nazari?”

“I don’t know who that is.”

The dagger pressed in deeper, dark blood spilling across Nashwan’s back. The strained honey-colored cry dripped past his clenched teeth.

“You’re just a supplier and organizer, not the leader. What part did you play in this?”

“I-I made some jewelry for the Amirah’s coronation. I dropped off the pieces at the House of the Saints the day before and gave them access inside the kanisa.”

“And the bottled magic? What’s it being used for?”

“The Malik is making sure magic stays dead, but he can’t do that without using it himself. He’s not a half-blood, but he has ways of using spells. The only way to fight him is with magic before he finds all the relics.”

“What relics? How’s he getting spells?”

“There are Old Kingdom stories about the battles the Lights fought against the Dark One,” Nashwan shot, sweat dripping down his nose. “Sethos has found the tombs of the Dark One’s Thirteen and he’s going to use those relics to destroy magic and the Immortals for good.”

Serein stopped twisting the dagger. “How do you know this? What are these relics?”

Nashwan sucked in a ragged breath. “The stories are real. The names and places were long forgotten, sealed away by the Calamor, but somehow Sethos found them.” Panic rose in his eyes as he struggled against the binds. “He already used one to create the plague, and you’re helping him to unleash something far worse!”

“How do you know this? Who is Ibis?” Serein asked again. A flock of birds flew past the window, their shadows darting across the floor. What do these relics have to do with Salman’s missing body? The stories about the Lights and the Dark One are just myths…

Her mother’s turquoise voice had spun tales of silver forests and luminescent beings with power, but some escaped her grasp, buried under screams and burning houses.

Opalescent humming swirled around Nashwan, and his eyes glinted. Veins bulged along his neck. The song grew louder and crackled as smoke poured from his mouth. Heat burst from his skin as flames danced on his fingertips. Serein sprang back as fire shot from his hand, grazing her arm.

How is he using magic without bottled magic? He’s not an Immortal, she thought as the edge of the indigo scarf burned away.

The glittering threads swirled around Nashwan as he stood. Pain dug behind Serein’s eyes, the smell of burning fabric, flesh, and wood tightening around her throat. He turned to her, the air melting against the building heat.

“You don’t know what’s coming. Magic is returning. Sethos won’t rest until he has what he wants. You’ll be crushed by the darkness he wants to unleash,” he said, his face contorting.

He lunged, writhing orange and yellow feathering off his body. She stumbled back and dodged, the fire shooting past. It blackened the wall behind her. Nashwan’s shout rang out, mixing with the purple-blue crackling. As he moved to attack Serein again, she ducked and thrust the dagger into his chest, grimacing as the heat scorched her hand. Blood sizzled and smoked.

Nashwan’s eyes widened as he screamed, grabbing her right arm. White hot pain burned through her rida’ and melted her skin. Bile rose in her throat as the smell of burning flesh—her flesh—hit her. Teeth gritted together, she twisted the blade, and Nashwan sank to his knees. His blood splashed on the floor as the rug ignited.

Serein held the damaged scarf over her mouth and nose against the stinging smoke, making her cough. Nashwan crawled toward her, his honey-colored wails melting. The fire spread around him until he was a living torch. Death shifted behind Nashwan, turning the piece of silver wood in his hand. Serein stood rooted to the spot. Flashes of a pyre bled across her vision.

Run! You have to run!

Serein blinked tears away as the thick air choked her. She launched herself through the window, Nashwan’s screaming laughter going up in the inferno consuming the room. The sky blurred past her as she landed on the rooftop across the alley and rolled to a stop. Singed patches ate through her clothing, the indigo scarf marred with black. The roar of the flames grasped at the sky as orange tongues erupted through the windows.

The wind cut her face before the scent of burning wood and skin clogged her nose. She felt phantom flames melting down her side. The burns on her hand and arm screamed. Her sweaty fingers shook, and she touched the pouches with the vials of magic and the papers.

Death stood in the window as the shutters fell off the hinges and shattered on the ground in a heap of orange sparks. He cradled a honey-colored soul in his palm, solemn gaze resting on Serein. People in the streets stopped and shouted, pointing to Nashwan’s shop while the flames rose higher.

What was it you said to the prince? Something about how small your two hands are and how little they can hold? Remember those words and how they taste, volchitsa. You’re going to realize soon how little you can protect.
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The woman stood in stunned silence, trying to remain upright as she was hauled away. Manacles dug into her wrists. Death had been the final verdict. Her sentence rattled around in her head, a dark purple sound crashing against her skull. The sanctuary hidden in the woods, bathing in sunlight and butterfly kisses for years, had made her forget the shadows lingering beyond the trees and that her life was always balanced on a knifepoint.

Guards shoved her down a darkened hallway, bruises and cuts aching along her body. As she fought, white-hot pain cracked across her nose from a fist slamming into her face. The woman crumpled. Blood streamed down from her broken nose. She looked around for any sign of the man in dark robes with pale, glittering words and the chunk of silver wood.

As the tunnel opened up, gray light from the cloudy sky stung the woman’s eyes. They entered a courtyard with gallows situated in the middle. The noose swung, and fear coiled in her chest. A man approached and pulled out a sheaf of papers. One of the guards opened them, reading with a nod.

A cold jab punctured the woman’s heart, her breaths thinning. She rammed her heel onto the foot of the nearest man and lunged for his sword. Before she could pull the weapon free, something slammed into the back of her head, jostling her vision. Rocks bit into her hands as she fell, kicks striking her in the ribs and stomach. The woman glanced at the sky before the world went black.

When she grasped consciousness again, the smell of acrid smoke and breaking wood surrounded her. A hood was lifted from her eyes, and she was dragged from a wagon, bloody dusk bleeding over a looming fortress of stone. Each ragged yellow inhale made the pain in her head tighten. Blood had dried around her nose and lips. Men and women in shackles shuffled by with bent backs and empty eyes. The woman tried to pick at the pieces of her memories, but they sliced her fingers.

The guards passed beneath a raised portcullis into soot-streaked corridors. Distant shouts and cries painted the walls with streaky red, pale orange, and blue-green. The sounds grew louder as they moved deeper to a large room lined with manacles, blades and hammers on the walls, and a small furnace with rods of metal shoved into the burning coals.

She was forced to her knees, hair pulled back. “What crime?” a lemon-yellow voice asked.

“Murder,” one of the guards replied, his copper-colored words melting against the purple-blue crackling of flames.

Metal grated in dark orange as it scraped against stone, heavy footfalls drawing close. Heat kissed the back of her neck until it burned, scorching metal pressing against her flesh. Her pained scream shattered on the floor, the smell of burning flesh filling her nose. Fresh pain stabbed through her skull and tears carved down her cheeks.

The woman looked up through her tangled hair at a bearded man holding a sheaf of papers.

“Welcome to Grasdan,” the warden said with a sneer. “We’ll see how long you last.”

The uneven broken stones cut the woman’s bare feet as she was dragged away. Cracked murals of silver trees and twelve lights blurred past. Cells lined the hallways, the smell of filth and misery seeping through the air. The guards stopped and turned a key in a lock. She tried to wrench away, but a punch to her side knocked the wind from her. The woman was thrown forward, and the door shut with a teal slam, sealing her into a world of darkness as despair finally embraced her.
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Tension hung in the chilly night, the streets empty except for the distant pistachio-green barks of dogs and the occasional cat darting between the houses. The vermillion clops of the silver mare bounced along the quiet street of Oyon as Serein headed for the palace. Her yellow breath trailed behind her and dissipated into the dark. Tense exhaustion weighed her body down in the saddle, becoming heavier the closer she got to Alqamar. Pain throbbed from the wrapped burns, the smell of burning flesh and smoke still thick in her nose. The purple-blue echo of the crackling flames and Nashwan’s honey-colored screams clung to her like ghosts.

He used magic. Could he not control it, or did he intentionally try to kill himself? Serein thought.

Dark outlines hanging in the execution square made Serein slow her horse. Nine bodies swung from the beams of the gallows, the round shapes of heads impaled on pikes below them. Rot oozed out on the amethyst breeze. The mare pawed at the ground, snorting. Four city guards stood around the square.

Seems Sethos got all he wanted out of most of the rebels. Serein urged the horse onward up the inclining street. Does he know that these rebels have figured out what he’s searching for? El-Mofty seemed to know, but relics weren’t mentioned in his journals and letters. Would the Illumination of Sarlyria mention these tombs related to the Dark One? Abelia and Titus might know more.

Alqamar Palace glistened behind its gray walls, absorbing the faintest slivers of light. The roaring lion surrounded by twelve moons on the white tapestries flapped along the ramparts. As she passed beneath the gates, the vials of magic let out an opalescent tremble from the pouch at her hip. The familiar, heady scent filled Serein’s nose like the stagnant air of a cave. The true realization of what lived in the halls raised the flesh along her arms.

If Sethos is trying to awaken something connected to the legends of the Immortals, what kind of power is he using to do that? The Vale warned that the king is dealing with things he can’t control.

Nala lifted her head as Serein opened the door. Rasima sat up straight from where she’d been leaning against the Ygris tiger. Karam and Laia stood near one of the bookshelves, their conversations ceasing. Rizwana hovered near the low table with tea, sweets, and fruits. The faint smell of orange water lingered in the air and mixed with the scent of burning oil from the lit brazier.

“You’ve left your room,” Serein said, staring at Rasima. I’ll have to tell her the scarf she gave me is ruined, she thought. She’s still on edge.

“I’m sorry for showing up unannounced,” Rasima said, her violet voice dropping low as she brushed back her long black hair. She sat back down against Nala’s side, a blue and white blanket draping off her shoulders. “I wanted to see if you were back from your mission. I came by yesterday, but Rizwana told me you were gone.”

“Would you like something to eat, Miss?” Rizwana asked, pouring more tea into the glasses. Her lapis-colored words followed Serein to the bedchamber.

“Not right now.”

Serein shrugged off her rida’ and threw it on the back of her chair. The movement made her wince as the bandage around her arm brushed against the wound. Her bag hit the floor with a light magenta thud.

With Rasima and her guards here, it’ll be hard to hide Nashwan’s letters and the bottled magic. I’m not in the mood to talk with anyone. She has the same upset look on her face Rameses has when he’s despondent.

The thought of Rasima’s dejected face when she sent her away sent a twinge of guilt through Serein. Sighing through her nose, she slipped the pouch with the vials and the bundle of papers in the back of the desk drawer, covering them with drawings and the burned scarf.

Rasima nibbled on a maamoul cookie, gaze boring into the tabletop when Serein returned and sat across from her. Serein grabbed one of the glasses of tea. White strands of fur clung to Rasima’s purple gandora. Her gaze darted to Serein, and dark smudges of sleeplessness rimmed her gold eyes as the lantern light shifted.

She’s not been sleeping well. She looks like Uriah, haunted by nightmares and fear. Serein’s stomach twisted as the hot tea traveled down her throat. I never wished for anything like this to happen to her.

“What was your mission?” Rasima’s question broke open the quiet hanging over them.

“To kill one of the men who was responsible for the attack,” Serein replied.

Rasima shrank a bit, shoulders hunched and fingers going to her purple haya bracelet. Karam’s jaw clenched, and he glared at Serein.

“There are more, aren’t there?” Rasima whispered.

“There will always be more as long as resentment burns in the heart of people toward your father. But you don’t have to live in fear because of it,” Serein told her and set her glass down. “What made you decide to finally leave your room?”

Rasima shifted on the cushion, small hands flitting around like brown doves as she pulled the blanket closer. “I…I don’t know. I didn’t want to stay locked in there, but nowhere feels safe.”

“Have you spoken with your brother yet? I’m an odd choice to pay a visit to if you’re seeking comfort. Rameses or your parents might be better choices.”

Tears spilled down Rasima’s cheeks. Laia moved closer, uttering soft currant-colored words to her while she stroked her hair.

“Rameses keeps coming to see me, but I don’t want to talk to him. He means well…I don’t want him to see me like this. He blames himself when people around him are upset and he always tries to make things better—like he expects people to always be happy. And I cannot pretend that I am or will be for a while. And Umm is more scared than I am. She’s never been good at comforting me.”

“Your brother cares for you, regardless of what state you’re in, as I’m sure your parents do, too. Rameses is more upset seeing you struggling alone.” Rameses would be able to relate more than she realizes.

Rasima let out a sob and threw herself at Serein, arms tightening around her. Serein winced but didn’t pull away. Warm tears soaked through Serein’s tunic. Serein stiffened for a moment before wrapping an arm around Rasima. Laia hesitated before rising and going to stand by Karam, sadness veiling her face.

Serein held the trembling girl, thinking of the times she held Luca and Astra when they cried, kissed their hurts, and tried to shield them from the scary shadows until the morning came.

When I disappeared, did you cry and think I was dead? My Sun and Stars, I’ll hold you close when I see you both again, and apologize for as long as it takes until you know that I won’t leave you again…

Rasima sucked in a breath through the tears, shoulders trembling. “I’m so scared,” she said. “Every time I close my eyes, I see the knife and the blood—the bodies. I’m stabbed, and no one is there to help me. I cannot breathe or move. I know it’s not real, but it feels so real, like I cannot wake up from it.”

“Being afraid of death is normal,” Serein told her. “You don’t have to pretend like what happened to you wasn’t terrifying.”

“You’re so much braver than I am. Compared to you I’m a coward who cannot do anything for herself.”

“Bravery isn’t having no fear. It’s being able to stand despite the fear. You have to face your fear, or it will consume you. It may never go away, but each time you take a step and stare it in the face, you’ve won.”

“But you don’t seem afraid of anything. You...don’t fear death. I don’t know how I can be like you.”

Serein stared out the darkened window, seeing a glimpse of Xansas’ smile behind her reflection. Her arms tightened around Rasima as she shivered.

“I have my own fears and nightmares that keep me up at night,” she muttered. “I know what it’s like to be afraid of what’s around the corner and to no longer trust the world to be safe.”

Rasima sniffed. Glistening trails stained her cheeks like silver ribbons. “What are you afraid of?” she asked, sitting up.

“Losing what little I have left and not being able to return home.” Orange and blue screams, small hands being wrenched from hers, were consumed by flames and the flash of a black sword. Her fleeing children were wrapped up in the coils of a white snake, and Serein was helpless to reach them. “You’re lucky to have people you can trust. Don’t shut them out.”

Rasima took Serein’s hand. “I used to only be afraid of thunder and storms, but now it seems like there are more things that Rameses or anyone else cannot protect me from,” she said, swiping at her eyes.

“You’ll be a fearsome queen one day, but you need to hone your steel, or it’ll rust,” Serein told her.

“I don’t know how to protect myself. I cannot use a dagger or a bow. My parents would never allow it. You know how to fight. You can protect yourself.”

“There are things a blade can’t protect you from. Being able to fight doesn’t mean that you won’t get hurt.” Serein finished the tea in her glass. The way of the knife is marked with wounds and scars. Rasima wants to do something, but she doesn’t need to make herself into a weapon. “We like feeling powerful because for so long we’ve felt powerless. Men have always had the power, so we think we need to be strong like them. But women have something men will never have.”

“What’s that?”

“Our ability to bend without breaking. Men are stones that crack under pressure. We are trees who have to dig our roots deep to withstand storms. And when we straighten, we come back stronger.”

The round golden eyes stared at Serein, going to her bandaged hand as she set down the glass. “What happened to your hand?”

“There was some difficulty with my mission, but it’s not a bad injury. Unfortunately, the scarf you gave me got damaged, too.”

“Scarves can be replaced. I’m just glad you’re not hurt worse.”

The Amirah scooted closer and rested her head on Serein’s shoulder, the faint scent of lilacs wafting off her skin. Serein forced herself not to pull away as her skin prickled. Nala padded over to her, rough tongue running against her sleeve. The tiger sat next to her and blinked her cloudy eyes.

“I haven’t thanked you yet for saving my life,” Rasima said. “Thank you, Serein.”

The vibrations of her words reverberated through Serein’s chest, making the tight warmth constrict. An assassin protecting a life. What a paradox I’ve become.

The little princess is wrapped around your finger, ready to be molded into something you can use, Xansas hissed, the white words digging into Serein. Perhaps even against her own father.

Serein pulled away and stood, the taste of the mint tea souring. “It’s late. You should sleep,” she said.

Rasima smoothed out the hem of her gandora. “Can I sleep here for the night?”

Serein stared at her, sighing. Karam frowned, protests forming behind his tight mouth. “If you wish. Nala prefers the bed if you don’t mind sharing.” Seems I won’t be searching for answers tonight. I don’t think Rasima will go through my desk, but it’s risky to leave the bottled magic out in the open, she thought. Not that it’d be easy to climb into the rafters with this injury. I’ll send Rizwana with a message for Rameses to meet tomorrow.  

Rasima shook her head as she got up. “I couldn’t take your bed, Serein. I just don’t want to walk the halls again in the dark,” she said, relief seeping through the exhaustion in her eyes.

“It wouldn’t be proper for a princess to sleep on the couch. If my chambers can offer you a small comfort, then by all means.” She gestured to the bedchamber.

“Thank you.” Rasima and Laia went into the other room with Nala trailing behind. Serein rubbed the back of her neck, grains of sand crusted along her skin.

“Would you like me to draw you a bath?” Rizwana asked her as she put the glasses back on the serving tray with quiet ruby clinks.

“Please. I’ll never get used to being covered in sand.” And I can still smell the smoke…

Karam cleared his throat as Rizwana headed to the bathing chamber. “You have my gratitude, assassin,” he muttered, features stony as he forced the pale azure words out.

Serein raised an eyebrow. “How did those words taste?” she asked.

He threw a scowl at her. “Don’t push it,” Karam said and left the room after Rasima. “I won’t thank you again.”

Serein sat on the majlis and leaned against the cushions. Being thanked twice in one day must be a new record.
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Trees creaked and shadows rushed past the trunks. Dark purple-blue whispers tangled in the branches and grasped at Serein as she ran. Two children sprinted ahead as she tried to reach them, her yellow cries getting lost in the darkness. Their round faces were streaked with soot, bright blue eyes wide with fear.

Serein stumbled, roots wrapping around her legs. The ground struck her, and the sky spun overhead. As she turned, a wall of flame bore down on her like an orange-scaled serpent. She tore herself free and caught up with the children, pulling them close as smoke and heat surrounded them. Cackling laughter burned through the leaves and chewed on the wood with red teeth.

Heat touched Serein’s skin, and she clutched her children tighter. “You can’t escape what’s coming,” an opaque blue voice roared as it parted the purple-blue fire. “You never could.”

Serein opened her eyes and a strangled cry lodged in her throat as Astra and Luca crumbled into ash. Dust sifted through her trembling fingers. Tears evaporated from her cheeks, and she screamed.

Beyond the inferno, a red dragon moved, its blazing eyes two slits in the smoke. It dove through the crumbling trees and towered before her. White scales flashed and a giant snake reared up, green-slitted pupils chilling her to the bone. A claw pierced Serein’s back and pinned her to the ground. The viper slithered around her, forked tongue licking her cheek.

“Look at the life you’ve chosen, volchitsa,” the snake hissed, each white word becoming wriggling tendrils that wrapped around her. “You chose to have a heart, and now you’ll feel every knife that cuts you.”

Embers floating in the air landed on her and ignited, eating away at her skin. Pain carved into her chest and undid the scar tissue until red bled out. As her vision blurred, violet threads stretched toward her.

“Take them.” Another voice broke through the swirling chaos, rumbling deep inside her ribcage. “Grab them and tear everything down.”

“Serein!”

The dreamscape was shaken loose, and Serein jerked awake, grabbing the hands jostling her. Serein’s eyes darted around the room as smoke and burning skin clung to her nostrils. Her gandora clung to her back with sweat.

“A-are you alright?” Rasima squeaked, the violet words trembling.

Rasima’s outline came into focus in the dim moonlight. Serein released the girl, clutching her chest with her other hand.

“Just a dream,” Serein said. “Why did you wake me?” The nightmare’s changing and getting worse. What was that other voice?

“I…” Rasima glanced at the bedchamber where Karam stood guard, biting her lip. She had a towel wrapped around her waist. “Something happened. I don’t want to wake Laia. I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry.”

Serein rubbed her eyes, feeling dampness along her lashes. The inside of her cheek stung, and her probing tongue found a bloody cut.

“What are you talking about?”

“My…monthly started again. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin the sheets.” Rasima’s voice grew quieter and twisted with shame.

“Why should I be bothered by a little blood?” Serein asked and sat up. “You don’t need to be ashamed.” Her world is changing in more ways than one. I remember when I started bleeding and thought I was dying. Thank the Lights Eneca was there to tell me what was happening.

“But I had one only a few weeks ago. I didn’t think it would start again,” the girl told her. “Is it always like this?”

Serein got up and found the small hand lamp on the shelf. “Your body’s adjusting, so it’ll take time for it to become regular. It can be alarming in the beginning, but you’ll get used to it.” Firelight sprang to life as Serein lit the wick. “I’ll get you a fresh gown and start the bath. I have some rags and medicine you can use.”

“Will Rizwana be mad? About the blood?” Rasima bit her lower lip, eyes going back to the bedchamber.

A soft smile rested on Serein’s face. “No. She’ll understand.” She’s cleaned up worse messes.
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Serein groped around in the darkness, the rough stones of the tunnel scraping against her palms. Her quiet blue footsteps bounded out in front of her while the hum of the palace seeped through the walls. She found the familiar grooves in the mortar, peering through the crack in the mortar. A man in a blue qamis stood with his back to her as he bent over a drafting table. She pressed on the stone, and the hidden door swung out into the map room of the Royal Archives. Rameses straightened as he glanced at her. His earrings spilled peach chimes down his shoulders, his head wrapped in a white turban.

“I still cannot get used to you emerging from the wall,” Rameses said, his quiet words brushing the air like golden butterflies.

“Imagine how it must be for someone I’m going to kill,” Serein replied with a curved grin.

Serein closed the door, dusting off her trousers. A sketch took up the large sheet of parchment Rameses was bent over. The domed structure rose along straight guidelines with palm-shaped arches and a rounded perimeter.

“I’m getting closer to landing on a solid design for the exterior. The interior still eludes me. I know I want the library to be two floors, but beyond that I’m having trouble imagining what I want.” Rameses tapped the charcoal stick on the corner of the page, leaving behind small black dots. “The House of Knowledge has some stunning interior art. Perhaps I can have you look at it and see if you can come up with anything.”

“I’m sure I’ll find time to do that between everything else I’m doing. Maybe after this next mission your father’s sending me on.” I’m not sure when I’ll finish this painting of the palace Rameses wants. There’s always someone new to kill or some threat from Xansas, she thought, and took a wrapped bundle from the pocket inside her robes.

Rameses set the charcoal stick down. “That’s been confirmed?”

“Yes. I spoke with your father this morning to give my report from my latest mission, and he’s moved up this undercover mission to Baltha Gorge. Captain Stormheir and Captain Jorham will be leading the excursion, along with Lieutenant Tarek.”

“I don’t see why you would be going, even if it’s a stealth mission,” Rameses said, unwinding the oilskin bundle.

Serein leaned against the drafting table. “I might be there to slip behind enemy lines once their camp is located and kill some of their leaders. Or perhaps Sethos suspects some of his own men are connected to the rebels. It’s still difficult to tell what your father’s really planning.” But with the information I got from Nashwan, we might be getting closer.

Rameses pointed to her hand. “Did you get injured?”

“It’s nothing I won’t heal from.”

Salve caked her red, blistered skin beneath the bandages to sooth the pain, but a burning itch crept in. In the quiet moments, she still heard the purple-blue flames licking the back of her neck. The fire in the lantern hanging overhead flickered, and the shadows danced along the shelves filled with scrolls.

Rameses shifted through the papers, brow furrowing. “What is all this?” he asked.

“Nashwan’s correspondences between the other members of this rebel group and someone named Ibis. I’m not sure if they’re the only leader or if there are more. He was in possession of bottled magic and was responsible for helping the attackers sneak into the church that day.”

He glanced up from the map in his hand. “Bottled magic? What was he doing with that?”

“I don’t know. He had three vials and mentioned they planned on fighting Sethos with magic to stop what he’s doing.” Nashwan’s honey-colored screaming laughter rang in her ears. “He…Nashwan used magic without opening any of the vials.”

Rameses stopped, eyes widening. “He was a half-blood? How could he use magic like that?”

“I don’t know,” she said, a flicker of irritation rising up, “but your father’s using Nashwan’s death and the attack to reinforce people’s fear about magic. The rebel seemed to think that whatever Sethos did at the beginning of the war is fading, which is why he’s searching for these tombs. There are relics that apparently have some sort of power that Nashwan implied the king used to create the plague and destroy magic.”

“None of that makes sense.” Rameses shook his head. “What kind of things would have that kind of power? My father cannot use magic. He’s human. And he wouldn’t use bottled magic.”

“Nashwan wasn’t forthcoming about that, and nothing in the papers I recovered gave any insight either. He did mention that these tombs are linked to some myths from the Old Kingdom. And that your father used one of them to create the plague. These rebels seem to think he’s trying to gather relics connected to the Dark One and his followers who fought the Lights.”

“That would mean that those myths are real…My father wouldn’t chase a legend unless it was true.” Rameses worried his lower lip as he twisted his ring. “What’s this myth?”

“I don’t recall all the details, but a thousand years ago the Dark One and his forces turned against the twelve Lights and fought them in Sarlyria before he was defeated. He had thirteen powerful followers, but I don’t know how it all ties into the relics or why your father wants them.” If anyone could confirm these stories, it’d be an Immortal, but are any still living that might have been around a thousand years ago? Serein thought. If I could translate that book faster, it might have more answers. I’ll need to ask Abelia and Titus about this. And now that I have the extra vial of bottled magic, I can send another morphling sooner.

“Could these rebels be trying to get to the relics before my father does?”

“Nashwan said the only way to fight your father is with magic before he destroys it for good, so it’s possible,” Serein said, her voice quiet. Despite the isolation of the secluded Archive room, she worried about unwanted ears listening. “These thirteen, whoever or whatever they were…if they were sealed away by the Calamor, then there must be something with strong magic buried there—and Sethos has stronger magic to break them open.”

Rameses stopped moving his ring, his finger resting on the golden lion’s head. “The woman you overheard in his study. Maybe she’s the one pushing my father to do this,” he muttered, hope rising on the golden words.

But why use him and not the Immortal Kings? He’s human. Sethos chose this, but it could be possible he was misled and it’s too late to turn back. There are so many things we don’t know, and I don’t know where to search for those answers.

“How much of this did you tell him?” Rameses asked.

“He knows about the bottled magic and how the rebels got into the church. Il-Makah will be searching for this Ibis and anyone with connections to Nashwan. I handed over the vials to him. It’s too dangerous to keep them. I suspect that he already knows that they know about the tombs. What’s still unclear is if this group is allied with the Old Kingdom rebels.”

“If magic is coming back…that could explain why my father seems in a hurry to find these relics. What I don’t understand is if they are magical, how could they also destroy magic?”

“I don’t know. Didn’t have much time to study magic growing up. I was more focused on how a knife can magically end someone’s life. The rebels seem to think they could be used to bring back the Dark One. And the fact that a number of them know about such a thing makes me think that they have half-bloods and Immortals within their ranks.” Is that why the Vale is really keeping an eye on them?

Knuckles resting against the top of the table, Rameses sighed, head lowered. “This all sounds like a children’s tale. Bringing back what…a god?” His fist rapped the wood with a dark blue thunk. “Everything feels like it’s spiraling out of control…How would we even get proof of all this?”

“Probably by finding one of these relics or someone who is a witness. Your father has one already—that’s how he created the plague. And if he could do that with one, possibly two, then think of what he might do with thirteen.”

Rameses straightened, head bent back as he stared at the ceiling. Peach chimes trailed down his shoulder as the earrings jangled. “I’d rather not think about it. First the attack on Rasima and now this…”

Hot pain twinged through Serein’s hand and tugged her irritation to the surface. “It’s too late for that, princeling. We’re way too deep for you to be having second thoughts. I didn’t almost die for you to be backing out,” she snapped. He’s still seeing this as a game when lives are at stake—my life specifically. If he’s going to be a weak link, I’ll need to act quickly to adjust my plan.

“I’m not second guessing…I’m just afraid that if I stare too deeply into this abyss that I won’t be able to come back from it. I already feel like I’ve lost so much of myself with what I’ve learned. Finding out that my father killed his brother to take the throne and then started a war falsely is very different than knowing that he’s delving into magic and wanting to possibly bring back a god. It still sounds absurd to say it out loud.” He let out a dry laugh. “I don’t know how you can do these things and still be fine.”

“Fine is a relative term. You may be overwhelmed by this, but if anyone can stare into the darkness and come out still smiling, it’d be you. Remember that if you do nothing about the situation, then there’s no hope for anyone. That’s how I make it through—remembering what’s at stake if I fail.”

Rameses held her stare. “True, but you sure know how to bury a compliment in something dark,” he said. “Nashwan…is it possible to still get answers from him?”

“No. Those papers are all we have,” Serein said dryly. “Would you have wanted me to leave him alive?”

“I…He was involved with trying to harm my family, even if he didn’t point the knife at Rasima. I’m angry at him, but I don’t think I wanted him to die. But you had no choice. It was my father’s orders.”

Serein uncrossed her arms. “Nashwan didn’t give me the chance to kill him. He set himself on fire with magic.”

Rameses looked at her bandaged hand, eyebrows creasing together. “Is that how you got injured?”

“I wasn’t expecting him to use magic. He almost set half the block ablaze.”

“If someone like him had been at the church…” Rameses chewed on the thought before it escaped. “I don’t agree with my father on many things, but I can see why he would be fearful of magic…”

“But not fearful enough to stop him from using it himself.”

“That’s the part that doesn’t make sense, unless it was all a lie. I really don’t know what to believe anymore.” Rameses glanced at his sketch again.

“You’ll have to figure out what you believe soon.” Serein headed for the hidden door to leave, but stopped. “Your sister paid me a visit last night.”

“Really? How is she?” he said, eyes wide as the lantern light swam in the golden depths.

“Shaken, but she’ll be fine. You should go talk to her again.”

“I don’t really know what to say to her since it’s evident that I’m not handling things well.”

“Just be honest with her. Otherwise, she’s going to try something like teaching herself to wield a sword to make herself feel safe again.”

Rameses still felt the weight of the papers he’d been carrying as he passed through the halls of the Royal Wing.

Ancient relics. Tombs. Magic. What is my father doing? The metal band dug into his finger, leaving a red mark as he continued to twist the ring. Why would he want to bring back an evil Sarlyrian god?

Voices drifted around the corner, and Rameses stopped by the arch leading to the large riad. Rasima sat on the edge of the fountain, a green cloak draped over her pale blue abaya. Sethos rose from his seat beside her and placed a hand on her shoulder before leaving with his guards. The sharp gold eyes landed on Rameses, and he lowered his gaze as his father passed.

Who is he really? What magic is worth the cost of this war and all the bloodshed?

The Malik’s presence became overwhelming, making Rameses’ heart beat too fast in his chest. Vastator hung at the Sethos’ side, a slice of black cutting the blue walls and faded yellow and white patterns along the tiled floor. The footsteps receded before Rameses lifted his head. Rasima pulled her white headscarf closer as she tugged at her haya bracelet.

“Rasima,” Rameses said, and she glanced up.

The two weeks had aged her, giving a subtle sharpness to her round face. Without the veil, her sad expression was unhidden. Her eyes darted to a striped cat bounding by, and she tensed.

Rasi’s still on edge. She sees shadows where there used to safety. His throat tightened at the thought.

“I—” she started.

He crushed Rasima’s words against his chest as he pulled her close. “These last two weeks have been some of the most painful in my life, Rasi. I thought I was going to lose you, and all I want to do is keep you safe, but I couldn’t do that. As scared as I was, I cannot imagine how terrified you must have been. It saddened me not being able to comfort you.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you,” she said in a wavering voice. “I didn’t want you to see me so afraid.”

“I don’t want you to be alone in your suffering. That’s too much to bear on your own,” Rameses said as he tightened his embrace.

“I’m sorry, Rameses.”

“You have nothing to apologize for, delam.” Rasi’s growing up so fast, and I have to let her do that without hindering her. I can’t always be around to protect her.

He broke away, hands resting on Rasima’s shoulders. Tears glittered in her eyes as her lower lip wobbled. Rameses ruffled her hair.

“Come with me, Rasi. I want to show you something.”

Cold wind buffeted the waves, sending granules of biting sand against Rameses’ cheeks. Seagulls cried as they hovered over the ocean and swooped at each other. Rasima stood close to him and squinted against the light bouncing off the churning blue and gray sea. Her hair whipped around as she pulled her cloak tighter around herself.

“I have seen the ocean before, Rameses,” Rasima said with a huff, red creeping along the edge of her nose. “Could we have gone somewhere warmer?”

Rameses sucked in a deep breath. A shout burst from his chest, carrying across the foamy surf. Nasir and Sayid stiffened, along with Rasima’s wali. Rameses let the yell build and continue to spill out until he needed to inhale again.

“Saints! Why did you do that?” Rasima asked with a worried expression.

“I have been wanting to do that for a long time,” he said.

The sound scraped his throat raw, but a weight had shifted off his shoulders, letting him breathe again. Rameses breathed in the salty tang on the air.

The last time I stood on the shore like this, I was asking Serein to enter the Aikhtiar and become my father’s muharib, he thought and rubbed the scar along his palm. One decision that led me here…

“Rameses, are you alright?”

“I don’t really know. There have been so many changes recently, so many decisions that rest on my shoulders. It’s all been building for months, and I feel like I’m going to be crushed by the weight of it all.”

“Is that why you have been acting strangely these past several months?”

His sigh was carried out on the breeze. “I didn’t mean to worry you. I spent so long trying to protect you from the darker things, but that must have felt isolating to you. For that, I’m sorry. I have been trying to right the wrongs that have been done to our kingdom, but I have been making the same mistakes because I thought it would keep people safe…”

“What do you mean? What are you trying to do?”

“Things aren’t right here, Rasi,” Rameses told her and lowered his voice. “Everything we thought about the war is wrong. Our father’s mistakes will fall on my shoulders, on all of us, and I cannot let this continue.” I don’t know when she’ll find out the truth, but she should hear it from me. How much can I tell her?

Rasima took his hand. Her dark eyebrows were drawn together. “What are you planning to do?” she asked, blinking away strands of hair tangled in her eyebrows.

“I’m going to do what’s right and stop things before more suffering spreads,” he said.

Rasima remained silent for a moment before a look of fear crossed her face. “You didn’t…” She swallowed, voice barely audible over the churning of the ocean. “Is that why you brought Serein here?”

The tremor of fear in her words cut like a knife through Rameses. “No. It’s not what you think. She’s helping me to uncover the truth. If I know the truth, I believe I can change this country. I cannot tell you everything, but please trust me.”

“I do trust you, but I wish you would trust me also.”

Rasima let go of his hand and stepped toward the surf, brushing her hair off her face. A painful lump grew in Rameses’ throat.

I want to tell her everything so she understands, but that will put her at risk. I don’t think our father would harm her, but I don’t know what he’s truly capable of anymore. I can’t risk it. There will already be enough consequences to my actions⁠—

His released a piercing yell that scattered the seagulls. The sound sent an initial stab of panic through Rameses, bringing up images of the kanisa and bodies strewn across the ground, but it dissipated as Rasima smiled.

“You’re right.” Rasima gave a breathy laugh. “I needed to let that out. Umm would faint if she heard me do something so unladylike.”

“We will keep this between us then,” he replied with a laugh. “She will be glad to see you in high spirits. It may even coax her to leave her room. I was worried you would become like her and become so anxious that you’d be scared of life…I love Umm, but she’s too afraid of too many things.”

A shadow of sadness made Rasima’s smile wilt. “I’m afraid she won’t let me leave the palace again or attend the medersa. The world may not be safe, but cowering is no life.”

“Maybe seeing you living bravely despite the threats might give her hope again,” Rameses said. “What did Father say to you earlier in the riad?”

“He wanted to see how I was doing. Baba reminded me to always stay with my guard and to be cautious,” she said, hands folded beneath her cloak. “He seemed sad, but he told me he would take care of those who wanted to harm us, which scared me. I haven’t heard him speak like that before.”

The metal ring was cold against Rameses’ skin as the wind picked up. “Did you have a chance to read the book I left for you?”

“I did, but I’m only a third of the way through.”

He smiled a bit. “The first third is a good section. Rabi and Sana meet for the first time in the tea shop in disguise, neither realizing who the other is. Personally, my favorite part happens toward the end, but I won’t spoil it for you.”

“It’s a good book so far. I’m sure I’ll enjoy it.”

“When you’re done, let me know. I’d love to hear your thoughts on it,” he said. “Serein mentioned that you might want to learn how to fight.”

Rasima’s gaze snapped to him as she stiffened. “I…hinted at it. I just feel so helpless not being able to do anything,” she muttered. “You think it’s a bad idea, don’t you? You’re going to tell me that I shouldn’t consider it.”

The little girl with unruly hair and fingers sticky with honey who used to grasp his hand and follow him around the palace—the one who came into the world with loud wails—stood as a young woman with fire in her eyes that threatened to melt him despite the tremor in her voice.

Sand crunched beneath Rameses’ boots as he pulled her into a hug. “If it will make you feel stronger, then I won’t stop you, delam,” he whispered. “But let me teach you how to wield a bow instead of a sword. I pray to Alkhaliq and the Saints that you won’t need to ever use a weapon, but I’ll teach you what I know.”

Wide eyes stared up at him, Rasima’s grin warming his heart. “Do you mean it?”

“Of course. It will be our secret.”

[image: ]




PART II: TREMBLING THREADS
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Serein stared at the deep gorge connecting Sarddon to the Old Kingdom. Muted conversations of the war council meeting overtook the blood-red words lingering over the map of Baltha Gorge. Sethos rose, and the people in the war room bowed as he left. The distrustful stares bore into the back of her skull, the apprehension palpable. She could almost hear the resounding tremor of their thoughts as she caught the occasional whisper.

Scarred Wraith. Murderer. Assassin.

Serein scratched the edge of the healing burn on her hand, the scab crusting over pink skin. She pulled herself away from the map as its imprint remained behind her eyelids.

Fifty soldiers disguised as Samaa’ traders divided into three groups to draw out the rebels along the route. A pincer movement. If Sethos wanted me to assassinate the leaders of this group, it’d make more sense for me to go ahead on my own, she thought. I’ll be so close to the Old Kingdom—so close to Luca and Astra…

Captain Jorham ran a hand along his bald head, talking to Lieutenant Tarek in purple-gray whispers. The younger lieutenant’s hardened face creased as he nodded. Uriah stood, a dour expression etched onto his freckled face. His fingers went to the rock in his pocket, appearing to shrink in his red, white, and gray captain’s uniform. She followed him out of the room, watching his shoulders slope. His gray footsteps fell heavily against the marble hallway.

He’s not thrilled to be going near the Old Kingdom. Sethos must be worried about all these attacks if he’s calling on Uriah to take up the mantle of soldier again.

Uriah slowed his pace and glanced back at her with a narrowed gaze. “Why are you following me?” he asked.

Serein sidestepped the forest-green question. “Why are you heading in the same direction I am?” she shot with a raised eyebrow. Uriah scowled at her as he walked faster. “You seem to be taking it rather well that you’ve been selected for this mission.”

The muscles in Uriah’s jaw clenched, a sigh expelled through his nose. “I…wasn’t expecting it,” he said. “I should stay in the city instead of just Firoz. It makes almost as much sense as you being involved in this mission.”

“Seems the king wants to use the soldier in you more than he wants the Captain of the Guard.”

Uriah’s expression became grim. His fingers drifted to the black stone hanging from his neck. “Do you know why His Majesty is sending you on this mission?” His low voice caught in his beard.

“Perhaps he wanted to reward me with a desert vacation for saving his daughter. The last one he sent me on was less relaxing than I thought it’d be, although it couldn’t be said that Jawahrat Alsahra wasn’t worth the visit,” she replied as the weak sunlight seeping through the windows warmed her face. “Have you been to the Gorge before?”

“No, but we’ll have a few Samaa’ guides to help us navigate the landscape and negotiate with the tribes there. Our biggest obstacles will be crossing open desert, coordinating with the other two groups following behind, and convincing the tribes in the Gorge to side with us if they haven’t allied with the rebels already. Most of the people chosen for this are experienced with desert traveling and have done missions like this before. I know a few of them personally from my time on the front.”

Serein’s eyes drifted over the tiled designs of birds and lions reaching to the arched ceiling of the hallway. “I suspect the king will want me to kill the leaders covertly or interrogate them. Il-Makah will probably give me my official orders before we leave next week.” Sethos doesn’t trust me fully so it’s safe to assume that there will be a few people there to watch everything going on. Or to try and kill me again. He couldn’t know what I’m planning. Not yet. There are still answers to find.

The corridor opened into a circular chamber. Voices of servants bounced off the gilded ceiling, leaving behind colorful echoes as they walked by. Serein looked for any gaze that lingered too long or anyone following too closely. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows against the white marble. Bright chips of light reflected off the gold scrollwork along the archways. Shadows flew across the polished floors as birds passed by the windows.

“Xansas will be thrilled that we’ll be gone from the city. I’m sure the idea doesn’t sit well with you,” Serein muttered. Part of me would love for Sethos and Xansas to destroy each other, but that leaves Rameses and Rasima exposed. I want to be the one to watch the light leave the king’s eyes.

Uriah’s jaw tightened. “That’s one of the reasons why I don’t like leaving the city. Firoz can handle things, but I feel like this is when Xansas will decide to make a move. If anything happens while I’m gone that I could have prevented, I’ll never forgive myself.”

Small hands, volchitsa. You can’t be everywhere.

The white voice traced a finger along the snake brand, making Serein’s skin prickle. Her hands clenched, tendrils of anger spiraling up in her chest.

This mission will take time away from finding out more about the Dark One and the relics. It’ll be left up to Rameses for the time being, if nothing else happens while I’m gone, Serein thought.
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Dawn remained hidden behind the veil of night. Serein strapped on her daggers and tightened the straps of her hidden blade vambraces. She paused, staring at the box filled with jars of paint Rameses had left in her chambers the previous day as a name day gift. The new knife, a curved koummya with a mahogany hilt set with lapis lazuli ovals, hung on her left side.

Rameses is finally listening to what a woman wants—a decent blade. I never told him what day I was born, so he made his best guess, Serein thought and threw on her hooded ocher burnous cloak, adjusting the new indigo scarf with small, embroidered moons Rasima had gotten her. I have so little time to paint these days. Must be his hint to finish the library sketch and a painting of the palace when I return.

Nala bumped against Serein’s leg, padding after her toward the door. The tiger let out a peacock-blue huff as she ran her rough tongue across Serein’s hand.

“I’m sorry to always be leaving you,” Serein told Nala, scratching the tiger behind her ears. “Rizwana and Rasima will keep you company while I’m gone.” I’ll possibly be gone two months if everything goes according to the plan, but I’m rarely that lucky.

She held the large head in her hands, staring into the milky eyes before she left and locked the door behind her. The quiet of the palace pressed around Serein as she crossed through the cold halls. Occasional red calls of nightjars trilled through the air. She looked at the pink burn across her hand under the dim light, the skin tight and new after weeks of healing. Her pale yellow breath clouded around her as she stepped outside.

Several yards ahead, Uriah shouldered two heavy packs as he headed for the stable where the camels were kept dressed in a similar burnous and the clothing of the Samaa’ people. A red turban hid his hair, the ends of the scarf wrapped around his shoulders. Guards moved between the barracks, lantern lights throwing shadows on the walls. A few riders had their mounts ready outside the stables.

Uriah stopped to talk with a hooded figure leaning against the wall. A broad smile caught the firelight. Gold words danced around the deep green ones.

Rameses looked up at Serein as she approached. “Ah, it’s a rare thing to see you up so early, Serein,” he said.

“I was just so excited for this mission. Rising early and riding out in the heat—two of my favorite things,” she replied. He’s up early. Wonder if he’s going to try and tag along. Uriah would have a fit.

He placed a hand over his heart. “I’ll miss these sarcastic comments while you’re gone,” Rameses said.

“Write them down. They’ll last longer.”

“Your tongue is certainly sharp this early in the morning,” Rameses said with a laugh. “Did you enjoy the gifts I left for you?”

Serein patted the scabbard at her left hip. “Going to test one of them out soon.”

His smile waned. “I would have thrown you a diffa if I’d known your exact name day, but then you probably would have tried to stab me with the dagger I gave you.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’m leaving before you can do such a thing,” she told him and adjusted the strap of her pack, a cold amethyst breeze tickling the back of her neck. “It’s the eighteenth of Yelwa.”

The Amir’s grin widened. “Ah, so I was early. Better that than late,” he said.

“You haven’t told me what you’re doing here, Rameses,” Uriah said, the verdant sternness cutting through their conversation as he approached.

Rameses turned around and wrapped his arms around Uriah and Serein, pulling them close. Serein stiffened at his touch. She tried to step back, but Rameses’ embrace tightened around them.

“I’m seeing you both off before you leave. Serein usually slips off for her missions before the sun rises,” Rameses told them. A sadness lingered in his quiet voice. “I will be praying for your safety and quick return, my friends.”

Uriah patted him on the back with his free hand. “You didn’t need to come and see us off,” he muttered. “This mission shouldn’t be too difficult.”

“With everything’ that’s happened lately, I wanted to make sure I spoke with you. I don’t know how long it will be before I see you both again.” Rameses pulled away, clasping their shoulders. He took in their faces, as if committing their features to memory. “I wish you success on your mission. May the Saints guide and protect you both.”

He’s afraid we won’t come back, Serein thought. It’s unlike him to be so pessimistic.

“I’ll make sure we come back in one piece. You have my word,” Uriah said.

Rameses glanced at Serein as his arms fell to his sides. “Do you have any parting words, Serein?”

She straightened. “Don’t do anything reckless. Watch out for snakes that might want to come in while the wolves are away.”

[image: ]



[image: ]


Serein blinked sweat from her eyes, the edges of the burnous robe flapping. Heat radiated off the sands, the shimmering air melting the landscape of the Albahr Alrraml Desert. High dunes towered in the distance as amethyst wind slithered down the sides. Camels kicked up golden grains as the group of ten crossed the shifting sea in an arrow formation, clothed in the ocher, white, and red colors of the Samaa’ people. Four hawks flew overhead, following like shadows as they had since they left Oyon a day ago.

A blue blanket was draped on her camel’s back under the raised saddle, her tent and supplies strapped down with thick cords. Her red turban kept the sun off her head while the scarf obscured the rest of her features from the dusty winds. Each swaying step reminded her of being on a boat as she gripped the reins tighter. Soreness burned up her thighs and back with every passing hour.

It’s only been a day of traveling, but I don’t think I’ll get used to riding a camel, Serein thought as she gripped the saddle horn. Her mount chewed its cud with a green grunt. Not to mention that their smell leaves something to be desired. No wonder horses aren’t fond of them.

Her camel walked a few yards behind Uriah and another man named Faiza from the Samaa’ tribe. Varying years of experience marked the faces of the other men around her. They’d only had a week to learn the details of the mission and prepare for the journey, learning what they could from the two Samaa’ soldiers. The soldiers didn’t speak to her most of the time, and the distrust rolled off them colder than the winter air.

It’ll be another day until we reach Sakhra, and the other two groups will be setting out this evening. It’ll be one of the last fortified cities we’ll see for a while. Just men, sand, and camels.

Uriah stopped his camel, and he turned to the group, face hidden by the fabric wrapped around his head. “We’ll ride until nightfall and set up camp,” he said, the verdant words spreading through the desert. “Keep a sharp eye. Most of you’ve experienced sandstorms before, but be ready. Falaks and rocs live out in the deep desert.”

Not only do we have to worry about dehydration, starvation, mirages, and bandits, but also being buried alive by sand and possibly eaten by giant beasts, Serein thought.

The camels grunted as they fell into a fast trot. Hazy dust drifted through the air, caramelized by the hues of the lowering sun. With each rolling step of the camel, the dagger hilts pressed against Serein’s sides. The constant presence helped center her as she imagined running the blade through Xansas’s throat. The open expanse gave her a small sense of relief, no longer feeling unseen eyes on her back.

Sparks twisted toward the stars as the fire spat them out with purple-blue belches. The camels sat on folded legs in huddles around the camp. Serein leaned against the flank of her camel, legs aching, and bruised thighs rubbed raw. She pulled the thick blanket around her tighter as the cold air leeched the warmth from her skin.

Conversations of the men and the distant calls of night creatures broke the desolate quiet. A dinner of desert hare spiced with cardamon and cinnamon, couscous, spicy vegetables, and msemen bread was prepared by two of the older soldiers, Nakarah and Khayyam. One of the younger soldiers, Ziyad, tuned an oud propped on his knee. The chartreuse notes bounced against the orange scraping of Faiza’s sword against a whetstone.

I shouldn’t have sat down. Now I don’t know if I’ll be able to stand in the morning, she thought, scanning the dark horizon.

Each exhale twisted into a different yellow shape before melting away. Serein mapped the constellations, reciting the old names from her childhood. Their fragmented bodies dotted the folds of the sky, echoing their turquoise names. Venator, the Hunter. Flens Unum, the Weeping One. Yestarë’s Forest. Cervus Regem, the Stag King.

Gray footfalls brushed against the sands behind her. “The point of being on watch is to watch the surroundings, Serein,” Uriah said, his green voice growing in the corner of her eye.

“You mentioned rocs might come. Have to be prepared for anything,” she replied, gaze shifting to his face. “Although you didn’t tell us what to do if we encounter either of them.”

Shadows from the campfire rested underneath his eyes. Pink sunburn painted his cheeks, and his red hair hung loose at his shoulders.

“Run and pray you don’t get caught. I’ve never seen one, but some soldiers have seen falaks at a distance. They tend to avoid people.”

“How comforting your advice is.” The camel shifted and looked up at them, chewing loudly on its cud with turgid green smacks. “Did you come over here to see how well I’m keeping watch?”

“I only wanted to check on how you were adjusting,” he grumbled. “You seemed uncomfortable on the camel and ready to fall off. Not very dignified of the Malik’s muharib.”

“Considering when we first met I looked and smelled like death, I don’t see how I could become less undignified than that. Besides, Spit and I are getting along,” Serein said, petting the soft hairy flank of the camel.

“You named it Spit?”

“Seemed better than ‘camel’. It suits him.”

A jackal cried in the distance, the light pistachio-green sound making Uriah stiffen. His hand went to his scimitar. A ragged breath escaped his lips as he looked around, limbs coiled to attack.

“Seems like you might be the one who’s having a hard time adjusting,” she said. He turned to glare at her. He keeps pacing and checking on things around the camp. If the cries of animals set him on edge now, no doubt it’ll get worse the closer we get to the border.

“I’m fine!” Uriah snapped. His right index finger twitched as he let go of his weapon.

“Your body language says otherwise.”

Uriah’s mouth pursed, fingers tightening around his forearms. She looked at the ground, spotting the delicate S-shaped tracks of a sidewinder disappearing over the edge of a small dune.

“I’m not asking you to talk about what’s bothering you. But if you don’t want the others finding out, you’ll have to do better at hiding your worry,” she said.

A strange look warred on Uriah’s face. His jaw clenched, color draining from his face as silence crept over the sands. Ziyad finished tuning the oud and a light-hearted tune mixed with the smoke of the campfire.

“Is it really that obvious that I’m bothered?” Uriah’s voice came out in quiet, twisted green boughs.

Serein stood, legs trembling like jelly as she leaned against the camel for support. Uriah twisted the cord around his neck between his fingers.

“That rock is going to be worn smooth before we reach the Gorge,” she replied, stretching out her stiff limbs. “Does Rameses know about all your nightmares?”

“He knows I don’t sleep well,” he replied, “but I haven’t told him what they’re about. I can’t…”

Serein went over to her pack and pulled out a small pouch. “Have you tried using something to help you sleep?”

He shook his head. “I don’t want to have a heavy sleep that leaves me too groggy to do my job.”

She tossed him the pouch. “Try a pinch of this in some water. It’s not like poppy milk that leaves you in a fog,” she said as Uriah turned the bag over in his hand. “Mostly valerian root with some lavender, chamomile, and linden. Might work better than your rocks.”

“Why do you have this? I thought you said your wounds didn’t bother you.” Concern etched his face as he mulled over the contents of the pouch.

“You’re not the only one with nighttime demons. Healer Sajjad mixed this for me after the Aikhtiar to help me sleep through the pain of my wounds. The other option is I could knock you unconscious. You’d sleep soundly then. You’re frowning, but the time you had a concussion after our skirmish with Fang and his friends was probably the first time in a long time you slept soundly.”

Uriah’s gaze continued to rest on her before he slipped the pouch into his pocket. “I’d hardly call that a ‘sound sleep’, since my skull felt like it was broken,” he muttered and began walking away. “Just keep watch until Sohail relieves you in a couple of hours.”

Serein glanced back to the shadowy dunes and the sidewinder tracks. A chill ran its fingers up her spine, sending goosebumps across her skin. Spit continued chewing with the occasional grunt while Zayid’s song danced through the air.

The sidewinder appeared near one of the camels. It slithered closer as its thin body sought nearby warmth. Serein pulled a thin knife from her boot and struck the serpent through the head. Droplets of blood stained the sand like tiny black gems as its body writhed before falling still. The camels snorted, watching with disinterest beneath their long lashes.

At least the desert offers a relatively quiet place where Xansas can’t find me, Serein thought as she retrieved her knife, wiping the blood off on her trousers. Good place for contemplating murder.
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The girl snuck into the citadel, palms sweaty and pale yellow breath trembling. She kept to the shadows and froze at every sound echoing through the caverns. Each passing minute tightened around her throat at the thought of the White Snake appearing.

Her room welcomed her with familiar darkness, the shut door hiding the secret growing inside her. She bit back the stinging bile in her throat as she threw her weapons and armor on the bed, hands shaking. The fear that had been following at her heels for weeks became fully tangible in the dark teal words of the old woman healer. The signs she ignored traced back to her messy killing of Lord Abarca months ago, and the nausea that lingered with no clear cause.

“You’re back,” a rosy voice said from the other bed, and the girl looked up. “I thought you would’ve returned weeks ago.”

“I was delayed,” the scarred girl replied.

The words barely left her mouth before she rushed over to the bathing tub and vomited. Tears burned her eyes as she bent over the wooden rim. The Poison Flower drifted over, warm hands gripping her shoulders.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, the question blooming in the dark.

The scarred girl wiped sick from her mouth and sucked in a shaky breath. “I…I’m pregnant.” The syllables cut her lips as they fell and crumbled into the tub.

Silence expanded in the room, its weight threatening to break the girl in half.

“When did you find out?” The Poison Flower crouched down with a rag in her hand and wiped her forehead.

The scarred girl settled back against the wall. “A few weeks ago, after my last mission. A healer told me. She thinks I’m two months along.” 

“What are you going to do?”

She met the round eyes of the Poison Flower, worry swimming in her friend’s brown depths. “I can’t stay here. He’ll find out.” The thought wrapped around her throat with scaly coils. “He can’t find out.”

The Poison Flower pressed against her, hugging the girl. She flinched at the touch but didn’t pull away.

“He won’t. I’ll help you escape and go someplace where he’ll never be able to hurt you again.”

The thought of leaving ran through the back of the scarred girl’s mind constantly, a faint glimmer of hope inside the dark citadel. But no matter how much she planned and turned the details over, it always ended in failure, the White Snake dragging her back.

“I don’t know where to go. He always knows where I go.”

“There are places in the world even he doesn’t know about. There’s the northern continent and forests in the Old Kingdom that even the Murderous King can’t get through.”

The scarred girl barely heard her words. “I thought I took the herbs…but I threw up after. This shouldn’t be happening. I can’t be pregnant because of him. Not with his child.”

“It’s not your fault,” the Poison Flower whispered and stroked her head, stirring up a faded memory of a mother’s fingers moving through her hair. It brought her back to the first night she’d been broken beyond repair, left bruised and confused on the floor of her room. The Poison Flower had wrapped her up in kindness, solidifying their friendship in tears.

The comforting motion loosened something inside the scarred girl, and tears streamed down her face as she crumpled in on herself. Despair grew, its jagged scales cutting up her insides. She let herself be held again while the unknown future loomed over her.
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Rameses’ arms bent back, his breath held for a moment before he released the arrow. It shot through the folds of night and struck the target in the center. The light of the full moon revealed the arrows stuck into the wood and the pile lying on the ground. He lowered the bow and looked at Rasima, who was standing next to him.

“Remember, keep your arm steady and your breathing even. If your arm is shaking, your aim will be off,” Rameses told her as he grabbed another arrow.

Rasima gripped her smaller bow, feet spread as she straightened. She drew the string back and stared down the length of her arm. Rameses watched her shoulders trembling, and her exhales pluming around her face. They worked on her stance and holding the bow in the dark, her soft fingers blistering. The small hidden part of the gardens had become their shared secret at night, Ilderim their only guard.

She’s tenacious. When I tried to teach Rahim, he cried and just gave up when he couldn’t hit the target, Rameses thought. It’s only taken a week, and she’s able to hold the bow mostly straight. With enough practice, Rasi might become even better than me. Too bad Master Kitzu isn’t alive to see me teaching her. He’d be proud.

Rameses tapped her straightened arm with the arrow, gesturing upward. She took the arrow and nocked it. Rasima adjusted and the bowstring twanged as she let go. The arrow hit the lower part of the target, and her face broke into a grin.

“I got it this time,” Rasima said, voice rising with excitement.

Rameses tousled her hair. “Very good, delam. Soon you will be just like the amirahs of the past who rode into battle. It seems like only yesterday you were chasing after me saying, ‘akhi, akhi’ and begging for me to read you a story. Where did that girl go?”

“She grew and realized that there’s more to the world than embroidery,” she replied.

His smile faltered a bit as he sighed. “I suppose that’s how we all grow up. Hopefully you’re still attending Umm’s lessons. Otherwise she might get suspicious.”

“I have, but she let me go early today. I told her I wasn’t feeling well,” she said.

“Did my sweet sister lie to get out of a lesson?” Rameses asked, raising an eyebrow.

Rasima took another arrow. “It wasn’t entirely untrue. Embroidery was making me unwell. I was growing sick of it and wanted to hold a bow instead of a needle.”

“Serein would say that you could use a needle as a weapon as easily as you could use a bow and arrows.”

Rasima squinted at the target. “Where is she now?”

“Another mission.” It’s been a week since she and Uriah left for Baltha Gorge. He glanced up at the palace walls where guards moved along the ramparts. I hope this trip doesn’t bring up too many unpleasant memories for him, being so close to the Old Kingdom.

The thunk of wood being struck pulled Rameses back to the garden. Rasima hit one of the inner rings above her previous shot. She studied the arrow, arms at her sides.

“At this rate, I doubt I will have anything left to teach you,” Rameses told her. “What do you think, Ilderim?”

The wali nodded as he stood a few feet away. “Very impressive, Your Highness.”

“I haven’t hit the center yet. There’s also shooting on horseback,” she replied, brushing her hair back over her shoulder.

“Horseback archery might be a tad difficult to do in the garden at night. We would have to go somewhere else and come up with a convincing disguise for you.”

“I could always dress like a man.”

“Now you really sound like Serein.” Rameses chuckled. “Let’s focus on hitting the target and working on your arm strength first.” The prayer of Alkhaliq carried out over the gardens from the Royal House of the Saints as the ninth evening bell rang. “We should finish for tonight before the guards find us or Umm comes looking for you.”

She handed her bow to Rameses, breathing on her hands as she rubbed them together. They collected the arrows and walked back to the palace through the rows of cypress trees and vine arches. Rameses stopped by the pond with dark fishes darting beneath the glittering surface.

“Ilderim, could you bring Rasi back to her room? I need to check on how Fidda’s litter is doing,” Rameses said to his wali.

Ilderim inclined his head before giving Rasima a smile. “Of course, sayyidi.”

Rameses looked at his sister’s hands as she rubbed her fingertips. “Don’t forget to put some salve on the blisters, Rasi. Try not to poke them, and keep them clean. Calluses will take time to form.”

“I wish I didn’t have to hide this from Baba and Umm. I wish this stupid rule didn’t exist,” Rasima muttered, burying her hands in the folds of her cloak.

“Perhaps someday things won’t be like this. The world’s changing.”

Rameses scratched the gray and black dog’s slender muzzle through the kennel bars. Fidda’s white tail thumped against the ground as she licked his hand, and he smiled. She lay stretched out on the hay with six tiny puppies nursing at her side. A few had Na’il’s cream and white coloring, while the others were a dusty gray with black spots.

Na’il and Fidda’s pups will make excellent hunters when they’re grown, he thought. No doubt Rahim will want to name them all something silly like Khobz or Einab.

A few dogs barked as he stood. Shadows flickered along the walls of the kennels from the hanging lanterns, making the eyes of the canines glow like small moons. The bows clacked together across his back. Down the hallway, the rumbling of the big cats grew louder, mixed with deep snarls.

Voices drifted around the corner, and Rameses stopped. His father’s deep baritone made his heartbeat quicken. An accented female voice cut Sethos off, the melodious sound edged like a blade.

“…you have moved too fast against the rebels. The Immortals are already suspicious, and now you have revealed your weakness,” a woman hissed.

“They came for my family. If I remember correctly, Murdag, it was your spies in the Black Fells that ended up getting caught by the Vale. Now they have one of the relics. We need all thirteen for this work,” his father snapped. “It is only a matter of time before they start mobilizing again.”

Rameses froze and pressed himself against the wall. Murdag…That’s the woman Serein said was meeting with my father.

“One relic is easy enough to recover. But if they start looking for the other tombs, that will jeopardize everything.”

“I have sacrificed much for this. It is time your men start doing their part.”

The air stilled and grew thin, making Rameses’ skin prickle. A gust of wind swept through the hallway, and the lions fell silent.

“Do not speak to me about what I should do, Sethos. You forget whom you serve, and that without me, you would be nothing. Your life is but a breath against the centuries I have walked.”

Biting his lip, Rameses peered around the corner. Sethos and a tall woman stood in the shadows. Her white hair shimmered like silver, pale face sharp and angular. The robes she wore melted into the darkness as if she was a sliver of moon caught in a living shadow. The big cats pressed themselves against the far walls, trying to get as far away from the woman as they could. Sethos lowered his head with a look Rameses hadn’t seen before—fear.

Who is she to make my father afraid? His heartbeat became faster as everything inside him screamed for him to flee. She said she’s lived centuries. Why is he working with an Immortal when he detests magic? Is she connected to this god Serein mentioned?

“Continue to do your part, and I will do mine,” the woman said. “You are his chosen, but do not believe that he will not find another should you prove to be too weak.”

Sethos raised his gaze, jaw set. “There is no weakness in my will, Vale. Your concerns are with the will of your master and of magic. Mine is to my kingdom and the enemies we face. Retrieve the sword and find me the other tombs.”

“Your mortal eyes cannot see past your own lifespan. There are things that existed and will continue to do so long after your kingdom crumbles. That is making you act too brashly.”

“Time is a luxury I do not have. My methods get results. Do not forget that.”

Rameses swallowed the lump stuck in his throat. Is he talking about Uncle Salman’s death and the war? How long has he been planning all this?

As he shifted, the bows across his back scratched against the wall. The sound made his heart plummet into his stomach, and the woman turned in his direction. He saw the glint in her ice-blue eyes before he took off running down the hall, flinging open the back door of the kennels.

Did she see me?! Will she kill me? It’s all over if she saw me!

Rameses sprinted across the palace grounds, lungs burning. Panic chased after him and dug its claws into his chest. He looked over his shoulder as he darted through the maze of trees but saw only shadows. The walls of his apartments appeared, and he didn’t slow as he burst through the gates. The guards straightened.

“Everything alright, Your Highness?” the taller guard asked, taking in Rameses’ disheveled appearance.

“Yes…” Rameses panted, heading for the stairs as his hands trembled.

He stumbled into his bedchamber, latching the door behind him before closing the shutters. Darkness pressed around him as he dropped the bows and tried to catch his ragged breath. Sweat ran down his clammy skin.

I stumbled across something I shouldn’t have. If my father finds out that I know what he’s done…that he’s meeting with an Immortal…He clamped a shaky hand over his mouth. This is worse than we thought.
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Serein watched the purple winds meandering along the sloping backs of the dunes. In the distance, there was the occasional herd of oryx, their spindly horns scraping the horizon. The group trudged on, set adrift in an ocean of sand on four-legged boats with sagging humps.

The desert is a strange place. So still and quiet, yet it feels like it’s perched on a knife’s edge, ready to turn on us, she thought. Easy to see why one might go mad out here.

As the hours dragged on, the winds changed. Hot sand hit her exposed skin, each granule cutting. One of the soldiers in front of her, Youssef, came to a stop. Serein looked up to find their trailing hawk had vanished. Several others in the group came to a halt as Uriah threw his hand up. His beard had thickened over the past week, hiding most of his face.

In the distance, a dark green and purple haze spread out against the blue sky. That’s unusual. Serein rubbed grit from her eye.

“Sandstorm!” Youssef shouted, his umber voice blown back by the wind. “Sandstorm, to the northeast!”

The camels pawed at the sands, their turgid green snorts turning into bellows. The men wrapped their scarves around their mouths and noses, muttering prayers to Saints as they dismounted. Serein pulled on the reins to steady Spit as he tried to turn around.

I spoke too soon. One’s likely to be killed before they go mad.

“Get the tents up!” Uriah shouted and turned his mount around. “Keep the camels together. Make sure they don’t flee!”

The soldiers dragged supplies down from the saddles, moving with trained efficiency. Serein opened her bundle and set up the poles and thick fabric of the tent like she’d been shown. The camels were herded together and their back legs tied. Beneath her feet, the sands rumbled. The winds picked up and a dark wall advanced, drawing closer while the sound roared through Serein’s body and stung her eyes. Uriah rushed over to her, tan scarf whipping around in the wind. He helped her hoist the thrashing fabric and ropes of the tent.

A dark shadow fell over the sun and a bone-shattering screech sliced the swirling green like a lavender bolt of lightning. Everyone froze, heads turned to the skies. A massive shape flew above the churning sands and dove toward them.

“Roc! It’s coming with the storm!” Nakarah shouted.

“Hide!” Uriah bellowed, his voice almost lost in the storm of sounds as he drew his scimitar.

Serein dove through the opening of the tent with Uriah behind her. As she righted herself, palms burning against the hot sands, the massive bird appeared. Its gold and red feathers shimmered like living flames, its underbelly white. An amber eye the size of a barrel swept over them before a cloudy membrane slid over it. Serein’s heartbeat flooded every part of her body as she remained frozen in place.

Seems the rocs are alive and well. Rameses won’t believe it when I tell him.

The camels bleated as the roc swooped down and grabbed one in its black talons. Its wingbeats kicked up a wave of sand. Serein closed the flap, tying it shut as the tent was battered. An orangey red light enveloped them before the roc’s shadow disappeared. A stream of verdant curses spilled from Uriah as he sheathed his weapon, eyes wide.

Before he could utter another sound, the roar of sand and wind smashed down on them, darkness swallowing up the light. Serein tightened the scarf around her face. The tent shuddered but held as the sands piled up around it.

Uriah pressed against Serein, a steadying hand resting on her back. “Are you alright?” His bodiless voice rustled on her right.

Her skin prickled, dust tickling her nose. “As good as one can expect someone caught between a roc and a sandstorm to be,” she replied.

“Serein, I’m sorry about how I acted after the Aikhtiar,” Uriah said, his usual gruffness softened. The last of the light disappeared as he reached for something in his pocket, and stopped. “I⁠—”

“What are you talking about?” Serein turned and found his face too close to hers. She couldn’t read his expression in the darkness.

His fingers pressed against her shoulder blades, sending goosebumps along her spine. “All the questions and making you feel like you were helpless or that I was afraid of you. I didn’t mean to. I⁠—”

“You think this is the time for this now? We’ve more pressing matters. Save your air until the storm passes instead of making heartfelt apologies, Captain Stormheir.” What’s possessing him to bring this back up again? Does he think we’re going to die? He’s still acting strange…and it’s getting irritating.

His hand left her back. Serein closed her eyes, listening to their breathing, the sound of her heartbeat, the scraping of grit against the tent through the deafening cry of the sandstorm. The colors seeped through her eyelids and burrowed through her skull.

This is my first time being buried alive. Can’t say I enjoy it all that much, she thought. Guess it’s better than being eaten by a giant bird.

An eternity seemed to pass before true silence settled in, muffled by the sand packed around the tent. Neither of them had uttered a word, but the touch of Uriah’s hand on Serein’s back hadn’t completely faded. He shifted beside her into a crouch. Serein opened her eyes, dull pain throbbing through her head.

“I think it’s passed,” Uriah breathed, disturbing the warm air with slivers of green.

“So the fun part is now seeing if we’re truly buried alive?” Serein asked, gritty dryness coating her mouth. Her joints cracked from sitting for a few hours, blood flowing back into her numb feet.

“With any luck, we might only be partially buried.” His tone was even, all traces of the sudden vulnerability from earlier gone.

“Is that optimism? I didn’t think you were capable of that,” she said. He sighed. “Do they normally last that long?”

“Sometimes they can last for hours. I haven’t been caught in many.”

“How many have had rocs appear?”

“This was a first, and I hope the last.”

Uriah grabbed the long pole propping up the middle of the tent and pushed it upward. Bright light spilled down from the hole above. Serein squinted against the sunlight and sand raining down from the tent opening. Uriah hoisted himself out of the hole with a grunt, blocking the sun for a moment. Standing, he looked around before turning back to her. His face was covered in a layer of ocher dust.

“Thinking about leaving me in this hole?” Serein asked, blinking grit out of her eyes. Sand tickled the back of her throat, and she coughed.

“Glad to see being buried for hours hasn’t dampened your spirits,” he said, holding his hand out to her.

She took his wrist, and he grasped her arm, pulling her through the opening. The rest of the group climbed out of their tents, surveying the damage. The tent withstood the storm with only a few tears to the material. Their camels were partially buried, grunting as they struggled to get free. Shouted instructions colored the hazy air, and the soldiers looked at the skies, on the lookout for the roc.

Looks like we all survived, so that won’t set the plan back by much, she thought and shook out the rest of the sand from her clothes. Serein cast a glance at Uriah’s back as he checked in on his men. Why is he still acting strangely?

Ziyad jogged over to Uriah, removing his turban to shake the sand from his dark hair. “Looks like the roc only took one of the camels, Captain,” he said, the usually smooth indigo words raspy. “Rabi’s mount.”

Uriah sighed and pulled the stopper from his waterskin. “He’ll have to use one of the extra camels. Have him make a list of the supplies he lost and see if we can spare anything to replace what he was carrying,” he told the group. “Collect your bearings. We’ll move out in ten minutes.”

“Captain, what will we do if that roc comes back?” Ziyad asked.

“What can you do against a giant bird?” Youssef said as he led his camel by.

“Stories say they don’t like fire. Traders who encounter them say that keeping torches lit or having large fires can deter them,” Khayyam told him.

“We’ll keep an eye out and our weapons ready. Watch the winds and the skies,” Uriah said.

Serein dismantled her tent. The sand filled in the hole, erasing any trace that they had been there. She rolled up the tarp and poles and strapped it to Spit’s dusty saddle. The camel grunted and shook his head as she untied his legs. Overhead the hawks returned and circled.

“Guess a near-death experience doesn’t bother you,” Serein muttered and took out her waterskin. Warm liquid cleansed the grit from her mouth. Dampening the end of her scarf, she wiped the dirt from her eyes and off her face.

Uriah hoisted himself into the saddle. “Mount up!” he called, the green words cutting through the dusty breeze.

Serein grasped the reins in her callused hands. And here I thought this trip would be dull, she thought. Can’t wait to see what excitement awaits us at the Gorge.
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The cavernous sides of the Asud Escarpment rose around the group. Sand turned to rock, and all the silence of the desert vanished as sounds echoed off the weathered sandstone walls of the wadi and seeped through the striated crags in colorful ribbons. The camels followed a meandering path, forcing the convoy to walk a single-file line. Serein welcomed the cool air against her skin, the shadows a relief.

She sat up in the saddle, cracking her stiff neck. It’s been two days since the sandstorm, and I feel like the sand is permanently stuck to my skin.

Blue sky flowed overhead between the outcroppings. Rocks bounced down the steep sides as ibex darted along the ledges. Verdant leaves of bushes and trees were vibrant against the ruddy-colored stone. The path opened into a wide gorge where an underground river fed into a lake. The damp smell of water made Serein sit up straighter.

That’s no mirage. Tonight, I might get a chance to have a real bath. And some fresh meat maybe, Serein thought, grinning behind the scarf wrapped over her mouth. That would make for a great name day gift.

A herd of wild camels drank at the water’s edge, looking up at the newcomers. Snorting and grunting, they took off, kicking up dirt as they went. Calves trotted after their mothers on gangly legs. Birds flitted above on the ledges of the canyon, filling the walls with sharp coral-colored trills. The hawks dove down and landed in the trees by the lake.

At the front of the group, Uriah stopped. “We’ll camp here for the night,” he told them, his forest-green words carrying over the water.

“Thank the Saints!” Ziyad said with an indigo groan. “Those camels ran away because we smelled so bad.”

Saddles, reins, and supplies were removed as the group set up camp. Their camels dipped down to the water, lining along the sandy banks. An air of excitement spread through the men as they threw back their scarves to drink from the pool. Pockets of molted red, umber, and burnt yellow laughter broke through the silence they usually carried.

Serein stretched her arms, running her fingers through her stiff hair. She took off her boots and removed the outer robe before she dipped her feet into the cold lake, burying her toes in the silt at the bottom. Small fish darted away from the shallows. A yellow sigh escaped, and she cupped water in her hands, splashing her face.

I’m going to take a long bath until I can get rid of every last granule of sand from my body, Serein thought as she drank the crisp water, soothing her parched throat.

Small caves dotted the sides of the small canyon. Thin ledges connected them like winding pathways, while the remnants of clay houses stood as ancient ghosts over the wadi. Purple wind whistled through the openings like a serpent.

Rameses would go off on a long story about these ancient dwellings. Serein leaned back on her hands. I’ll have to investigate later. See if there’s anything interesting there.

Uriah’s red hair appeared in the reflection at the water’s edge, and she turned around. Dirt darkened the upper part of his face where his scarf hadn’t covered and darkened his skin. Beneath the sandy dusting, pink sunburn and a collection of freckles were visible. He unwound his scarf and removed the keffiyeh before crouching down next to her.

“Think any rocs will find us here?” Serein asked.

“No. This wadi is too narrow for them to hunt in,” he said, brushing sand from his beard with his damp scarf. “Nakarah, Khayyam, and Rabi are searching the perimeter, but it doesn’t look like anyone has been here in a long time. We’ll stay here a day or two to restock our supplies and see how far behind the other groups are. If you want to bathe, I’ll make sure the men stay close to the camp.”

“Concerned for my modesty, Captain Stormheir?” she asked with a grin.

“Uriah.” The verdant word hit the water like a stone, sending out opaque purple ripples. His green eyes met hers.

“That’s your name. I’m proud you remembered it.”

Uriah scowled. “Captain Stormheir is too formal.”

“Oh, so we’ve moved to that stage, have we?” Her smile thinned.

“It feels weird to have you calling me by my title after everything we’ve gone through.”

“Because you want us to be friends?” she asked, and he looked at the ground. “Why would you of all people want to be friends with me?”

He shrugged, rubbing the back of his neck. Every movement was tense and threatened to snap him in half. “I don’t know…Do I need a reason?”

“There’s always a reason. Loneliness, romantic intentions, necessity, or ulterior motives.”

“Romantic intentio—?!” Uriah sputtered, red creeping up his cheeks. “Why do you always read into things? I’m not doing this because I want anything from you or because I want to hurt you, Serein. I didn’t mean to sound weird during the sandstorm…I just wanted to make sure things were clear between us and move past anything that might cause tension.”

Serein cracked open his words to extract the meaning. The string of odd moments from him twisted into a knotted ball that made it harder for her to gauge Uriah’s motives clearly.

“We’re on a mission. Let’s just leave it at Captain of the Guard and the king’s muharib,” she said and gathered up her boots and robe. Wet sand stuck between her toes as she walked away. “Any tension remaining is because you keep acting strangely.”

“Wait,” Uriah said as he stood. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a thin wrapped object.

“A knife? Am I not armed enough?” Serein asked, taking and unwrapping the knife. Something this small is more useful for picking my teeth or gouging an eye out.

The small dagger fit in her palm, the leather sheath made of camel hide. Its black quartz handle was warm against her palm and glittered in the sunlight. A sun with twelve stars around it sat etched into the stone on either side. Serein ran her thumb along the carved lines.

Uriah crossed his arms, looking away at the canyon walls. “I saw it in one of the shops in the bazaar, and I thought…it was something you could use,” he told her, each green word halting as he tried to get them out. “Rameses said your name day was in Yelwa, and I didn’t know what day until you told him when we were leaving.”

She unsheathed the blade and found a small sun and three stars carved onto the blade. “So, you’ve had this since before we left Oyon?”

“Aye…I thought I should give it to you today, since it’s the eighteenth.” He rubbed his mouth and avoided her gaze. “The sun and stars made me think of your children. I just thought this might remind you of them…”

“Here all I was expecting to get was a bath and a decent night’s sleep.” His name and a gift. It’s too considerate and too familiar. He’s getting too close. Why is he doing this?

An odd tendril of warmth wormed its way across her ribs. It brought up uncomfortable feelings she didn’t know what to do with.

“It’s not Sarlyrian steel…but maybe you can use it,” he mumbled.

“I’ll find a use for it. I doubt it’ll do much against Xansas.”

Uriah’s jaw worked as he shifted. “Do you ever stop thinking about him?”

“It’s hard to forget the man who made my life hell. I tried for five years,” Serein said, the warmth fading as she sheathed the blade, “but I found out no matter how hard you try to forget the past, it finds you again. The only way to be rid of it is to cut its head off to make sure it stays dead.”

“That is true…” Uriah muttered, rubbing his shoulder. “But even the dead past seems to linger longer than the living present. Those ghosts aren’t so easily chased away.”

Silence expanded between them and seemed to fill the entire wadi. Uriah glanced over at her, brow furrowed as he looked at the knife.

“Thank you,” Serein said. “For the knife.”

The pink across Uriah’s cheeks darkened as the tension in his shoulders relaxed a bit. He nodded stiffly to her and walked back to the camp without another word.

He should have just left things as they were. I don’t need any more complications in my life. Serein’s hand tightened around the knife. The warm feeling soured into cold resolve. He won’t consider us friends when I kill Sethos. I hope I’m not around to see the look on his face when he realizes I’m not someone to be trusted.

Serein watched the fire pop and spark with purple-blue hisses as it ate away at the branches with orange teeth. Uriah and Nakarah walked around the edges of the campsite as they stood watch. Dinner was a chunky soup filled with desert hare and rock lizard meat. Fish caught in the stream grilled on sticks near the edge of the fire while bread baked on the flat iron pan, filling the camp with mouthwatering scents. They ate their fill of figs and dates from the trees growing nearby. Ziyad had pulled out his oud again and strummed another chartreuse-colored song.

She licked the fig juices from her fingers. The dirt had been washed from her skin for the first time in weeks, and the ends of her hair were still damp and smelling of argan oil. She clutched the wooden bowl closer. The camels let out soft green grunts, lying on the ground around the camp. Past the writhing tongues of flame, she caught Ziyad’s hazel eyes boring into her, his mouth bending into a crooked frown.

“Why don’t you ask the questions you have banging around inside your head instead of

staring, Ziyad? I can hear them from all the way over here,” Serein said. Twenty-one, right-handed. Recently married from how new the second cord of his haya bracelet is. No children, she thought, glancing at the tan and blue bracelet with twenty-one copper bands. Aquiline nose suggests he’s from one of the desert tribes. Some military experience, but hasn’t fought on the front yet. Skilled with a bow, knives, and slingshot, and the oud.

“You’re a woman,” he said in light purple-red Sarddonian as he continued playing.

“Very perceptive. I can see why you were chosen for this mission,” Serein replied and slurped up the last dregs of her soup. Also talks too much. Impulsive and inquisitive. Might not be a great combination, but he’s knowledgeable of the desert and has keen eyes. “My gender hasn’t changed since we left Oyon, although I can see how you might have forgotten since I’ve been wearing men’s clothes.”

Ziyad scowled, his thick eyebrows meshing together. “I still don’t see why you were chosen to come,” he said.

Rabi, Faiza, Youssef, and Izrail fell quiet as they listened to the conversation, the chewing stopping as their eyes darted between Ziyad and Serein.

She grinned. “You’ll have to ask His Majesty that question. I’m sure I’m here because someone is set to die.”

“I haven’t met many people from the Old Kingdom, especially not a Ravanassë. What sort of Immortal heritage do you have? Could you use magic before the plague? Was your clan descended from one race of Immortals?”

“You certainly have no shortage of questions.” She set the empty bowl down. Might be too inquisitive. “Lineage of the Ravanassë can be muddled, and not every tribe is grouped by their Immortal heritage. Sometimes eye color can determine bloodlines.”

“What about magic?” Ziyad whispered.

“You shouldn’t talk about such things,” Rabi said, smacking Ziyad’s arm. The oud notes twanged off key as the younger man glared at him.

“Not every Ravanassë had magic, just like not everyone in the Old Kingdom is a Ravanassë. I never could use it. Before the war, I’d guess that only a third could use magic.”

His eyebrows remained scrunched, but he nodded. “Do you know any Ravanassë stories? I’ve heard tales about your people’s Lights and the heroics of the Immortals.”

The soft flowing voice of her mother seeped through Serein’s memory, cutting across her thoughts like a turquoise river. Words wove together into stories of ancient kings, magical creatures, and glittering gods.

“This is our inheritance, little rain. These are the stories we carry in our blood,” her mother had said. “Don’t forget them, and you’ll always remember where you come from.”

Fire crackled as a desert owl hooted. “There are some I remember from my childhood,” Serein said, leaning back against the rock behind her. It’s an irony that Sethos spent so many years trying to destroy the Old Kingdom, but here are his own men who seem eager to learn about the people they’ve been told to hate.

Ziyad’s hazel eyes sparkled with excitement. “Could you tell us one?”

“Will it make you stop asking questions?”

He hesitated and stopped playing, eyes narrowed at her. “Yes…”

Not very convincing, but maybe this will keep him quiet for a bit. Maybe he’s part of the Alddarajin tribe. I heard that tales and fables are their lifeblood. “There’s one story all children are told when they’re old enough to understand the world they live in.”

A hush fell over the men as they leaned in. Ziyad set his oud down on his lap.

“Back when the world was freshly formed by Mirarnediad’s hand, when there was neither war nor famine nor death, there lived two brothers. The older one was bright like the sun, and the younger was as pale as the moon. Both were as close as two sides of one coin,” Serein said, echoing her mother’s voice as she recalled the story from her childhood. 

“One day the brothers were wandering about in the Forest of Gates and came upon a star-reader. She was an old woman that saw into the deepest crevices of the world and beyond. Birds and deer followed her through the woods where she lived. The brothers wanted to know their fate. The star-reader required three pieces of gold and the heartwood of a Starlight tree for three fortunes.

‘We don’t have three pieces of gold or heartwood from a Starlight tree,’ they told her.

‘Then I have no fortune for you.’

The two boys left the star-reader. They came to a river and sat on its banks. ‘How should we get three pieces of gold and heartwood?’ the younger brother asked.

‘What if we painted three rocks with golden paint?’ the older one said. ‘I can paint them, so the star-reader won’t be able to tell the difference.’ He scooped up three small stones from the river.

‘We shouldn’t,’ the younger said. ‘What about the heartwood? The Lights said no one can cut down those trees. They are sacred. Maybe we should leave the future alone and focus on the present.’

‘The Lights won’t know if we cut down a small one,’ said the first brother.

“The brothers left the river and headed to the Forest of Eldataur. Under his cloak, the older brother carried a small axe. Massive starlight trees rose to the heavens, silver and pure as the brightest stars. Their leaves shimmered in the sunlight and glowed in the evening. At the entrance to the forest stood a sentinel made of rock and wood.

‘Who are you that you wish to enter this forest, this grove planted by Yestarë Anardilya and Malinalda?’ he asked.

‘We wish to see the Starlight Trees and collect the silver sap to sweeten our food,’ the older brother said.

‘You are not allowed to harm the trees, young ones. These are the trees of the Lights. To cut one down is a grave sin worthy of death,’ the sentinel said.

‘We hear and obey the words of the Lights,’ they said. They entered the forest of towering trees. The brothers walked and walked as the sun rose through the sky, changing it from azure to gold, but they couldn’t find a suitable tree.”

Serein licked her lips. Uriah had walked closer to the camp, watching while the other men kept their attention focused on her. She rubbed the faded scar across her left palm beneath the blanket.

“After hours of walking and searching, they came upon a young sapling that stood as tall as them,” she continued. “Its bark was unmarred, and the leaves crisp as molten silver. ‘This one,’ the eldest said, pulling out the axe.

‘Are you sure we should do this?’ the younger brother asked.

‘It’ll be fine. The Lights won’t know,’ the first said and handed him the axe.

“The second brother took the axe. A moment passed before he wound the axe back and swung. Chnk! Chnk!” The branches in the fire snapped and cracked as Serein spoke. “The blade chopped through the wood. Shimmering sap oozed out like silvery blood. The brother hacked through the tree until he reached the very center—the heartwood. The tree lay dead on the ground and remorse filled the brothers’ hearts. It rested heavily on the younger one.”

Zayid leaned in closer, hands resting on his knees. He drank in every word and ignored the distant sounds of the desert around them. The other men sat up straighter. Uriah’s gaze rested on her, but he didn’t seem focused on the story. The look brought back the discomfort in the pit of her stomach, and Serein focused on the flames.

‘Let’s go home and paint the rocks. Then we will be able to hear about our future,’ the older brother said. They took the heartwood and headed home. Night had fallen when they arrived at their small house. The older brother set about painting the rocks. He was skilled with a brush and created a color of the purest gold. When he finished, the ordinary rocks were indistinguishable from gold nuggets.

‘Tomorrow we will bring the star-reader the three gold pieces and the heartwood. Then we will know our future,’ the older brother said.

“When the sun came up the next day, the brothers set out. They traveled many miles before they reached the Forest of Gates and went to the glen of the star-reader. ‘We have your three gold pieces and the heartwood,’ the older brother said. He held out the gold rocks and the piece of wood to the star-reader.

“The old woman took the rocks and the piece of wood. ‘You sought to trick me, foolish boy. I have my eyes to the stars. I see glimpses of their designs and those of great Mirarnediad. I, servant of Light Lámina and who can peer into the sky and hear the whispers of Ië, can tell gold from a painted rock,’ she said and then pointed to the younger brother. ‘And you cut down a sacred tree planted by the Lights. That is a grave sin.’

‘You said you needed heartwood,’ the younger brother protested.

‘It was a test to see whether you would heed the words of the Lights or break their laws to satisfy your own greed. I will tell you your future. The first is this: you both will become kings with vast kingdoms. Because you have chosen deception, elder brother—like these gold-painted rocks—you will offer people one thing, but under the golden guise there will be pain and suffering. Those of your land will carve out paths of ruin as they seek after their own desires. However, there will be great beauty in your land with laughter and joy, but at the cost of suffering. People will love and cling to you, despising your brother. Life will no longer be easy, and you will be the one to guard it.

‘For you, younger brother, the second is this: your hands are stained with the lifeblood of one of Yestarë’s trees. Such a crime is worthy of death and, for the life you stole, death you shall receive. You will be the king of the land of death since you have brought its curse upon this world. Now everything with life will perish, and you will be the keeper of their shadows. Your kingdom will be vast, vaster than your brother’s. All shall eventually pass into your kingdom. Your land will be one of rest and the subject of great fear in the mortal heart. Many will try and hide from you. Few will welcome your embrace. Some will find peace in eternity, if Mirarnediad deems their souls worthy.

‘The third is this: neither of you will know rest. You will traverse the earth until Mirarnediad comes and rolls up time. You will become adversaries of each other, struggling for dominance. You are now forever bonded by this curse. Your forms shall be immortal, never changing. You will want what the other has and shall not receive it. This is your curse, you who sought to know the future,’ finished the woman.

“She gave the gold rocks to the eldest brother and the heartwood to the younger. A great groaning spread through the earth and the wind howled with teeth none had known before. It tore the brothers apart, separating them on opposite ends of the earth. The Lights cried out in sorrow as death and suffering ate at the life of their perfect world.”

Serein finished and took a sip of water, the last traces of her pale yellow voice fading into the sky. The moon hung above like a half-closed eye as the night darkened. The men gathered around the fire blinked, coming out of their trance.

“Ravanassë have such interesting tales,” the slight man, Zaheed, said, his gravely peach-colored voice breaking the silence as he stoked the fire. “Seems a bit complex for children.”

“I thought it was easy to understand,” Ziyad told him. “They didn’t listen to their gods and paid the price. It affected not only them, but everyone else. A person’s mistake can affect others. That’s the point of the tale, correct?”

“Seems you have a sharp mind inside that skull after all,” Serein said.

“Do you know any more stories?” Ziyad asked.

Rabi smacked Ziyad upside the head. “Enough,” he said in a deep indigo voice. “This isn’t the time for you to be asking for bedtime stories.”

“Get some rest,” Uriah told. He had stopped his watch to listen, arms folded across his chest. “Watch shifts will change in a few hours.”

Grumbling, Ziyad got up with his oud and stalked over to his camel. The soldiers cleaned their bowls out at the river and spread their sleeping rolls on the ground. Serein gathered her blanket and set her bedroll near a boulder. She caught Uriah staring at her again as she spread out the blanket, but he turned away and wandered into the darkness.

To think I’d be telling stories to a group of Sarddonian soldiers. The Lights weave together strange tapestries of life, she thought and put her weapons beside her, one dagger resting close at hand. The small knife with the sun and moons was looped through her belt.

The words of the story still buzzed in Serein’s throat as she lay down on the hard ground, echoes of her mother’s voice still thrumming on her tongue. She remembered the pictures of the sad brothers she drew as a child, clutching the price of their future. A man with golden words and a complexion like the sun, and the other an ageless man in black with papery skin thumbing a piece of silver wood.

Do you remember the stories I used to tell you, my Sun and Stars? I’ll have more to tell you when I see you again.

Serein took in the starry sky a moment before closing her eyes.
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Sunset orange and sky blue laughter rang through the air. Sunlight tinged the world in golden light as it streamed through the trees. The woman held her two children on her lap. Spring green and earthy brown robes wrapped around her. The vine tattoo rippled along her arm as small hands traced her scars with soft fingers.

She stroked the girl’s soft hair as she told her of ancient kingdoms on silver shores across the sea. Stories of heroes, immortal Lights in the sky, white stags guarding massive silver forests, and creatures of wild natures. The boy listened with wide eyes while clutching a ragged stuffed cat.

“Tell me about Yestarë,” the girl said.

“Thousands of years ago when the world was young and new, Yestarë and twelve Lights came down from Ië to this land to create beautiful things. Yestarë, the bringer of light and keeper of stars, is the fairest of all the Lights. The new land lacked the lovely lights of Ië, so she poured out some of the stars to create a silver tree. It sprouted and raised its limbs to the heavens. She and her sister Malinalda tended to it, guiding it with song. The white gwae elk Herutaur came down and aided her, his kin keeping watch with him.”

“Was that Thavnath?” the girl asked as she ripped up blades of grass and let them flutter onto the ground.

“Yes, carissima. From Thavnath grew four sparkling fruits. Yestarë plucked the fruit and out of them came four beings with hair like starlight and eyes of precious stones. She called them the Vale. Yestarë breathed magic into them and taught them to use it. She blessed them with the ability to change their features. The Vale watched over Yestarë’s forests with the gwae elk, and their cousins the Elves who were created second. From Thavnath sprouted many more trees.”

“The Forest of Eldataur!” the children exclaimed, blue and orange filling the glen.

The woman pulled them close, kissing their foreheads. “That’s right. The Forest of Eldataur spread across the Silver Shores. They say the sap of the trees is sweeter than any honey, and that one can still hear the songs that Yestarë and Malinalda sang to the trees.”

“Have you seen the Starlight trees?” the boy asked.

The woman gave them a small smile. “I haven’t,” she replied. “My mother used to talk about wanting to see them.”

“Can we see them?” the girl asked.

“Someday. It’s a long journey across the sea. When you’re older, I’ll take you both.”

An ache settled in the woman’s heart, her mother’s turquoise words echoing through the trees. Beyond the forest she knew the dangers lurking. Silver trees and elk would have to wait, a pleasant dream against the harsh realities she vowed to face one day.
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Serein awoke with wetness around her eyes and a dull pang in her chest. The indigo veil of night still hung over the gorge, and constellations dotted the sky. The fire threw shadows against the rocks, the camp quiet except for the sounds of snoring.

She wiped away the tears from her cold cheeks, her other hand clutching the small knife at her side. It’s been a while since a dream made me cry, she thought and stared up at the sky.

Her mother’s voice came again as she named the constellations. Cervi Albi, the White Stag. Cunis, Yestarë’s Cradle. Matris Armis, the Mother’s Arms. Serein held their names like silent prayers on her lips.

Soon, my Sun and Stars. Perhaps one day we’ll see if those stories are true and if the silver forests are real.
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Rameses twisted his ring, tapping the emerald set on the lion’s head. His eyes kept darting to his father sitting on the other side of the table. Sethos’ face gave nothing away, his features stony like the statues around the palace. A week had passed since Rameses overheard him and the woman in the kennels, and each time he encountered the Malik in the hallways, he feared the worst.

Maybe she didn’t see me, but if she was Immortal she must have. They can see in the dark and have a keen sense of smell and hearing, Rameses thought, chewing on the already tender inside of his lip.

“…Sayyidi?” He looked up, blinking. The Vizier of Finance, Ihsan, and two merchants stared at him. “Is everything alright, Your Highness?” Ihsan asked.

“Yes. I was going over the numbers in my head,” Rameses told him with a smile. “I believe the agreed upon terms and costs are doable. Setting up a new mining venture with the northern islands will increase taxes in the city, but the percentage should not be an issue until the ore prices even out in a year.”

The merchant with the light brown beard and tan skin nodded. “Thank you, sayyidi,” Jibrail said. “The first shipments should arrive by Nésa.”

Rameses kept his mouth curved upward as Ihsan handed him the agreement to sign, his signet ring pressing into the hot blob of wax dropped onto the paper. His father’s signature left black marks on the parchment, and Rameses thought of all the orders he’d signed to keep his power in place.

The Vizier of Finance collected the documents, and the men stood, shaking hands with each other and bowing to Sethos and Rameses.

Another tool for him to further this war. How much of the iron collected from this new mine will be used to kill? he thought, body heavy as he left the meeting with Sayid and Nasir.

“Rameses.” The voice rumbling down the hallway made him freeze, his stomach twisting.

Rameses clenched his trembling hands as he turned. Sethos stood with his guards and Kamau in his shadow. “Yes, Father?” He tried to keep the tremor from his voice.

“Walk with me,” his father said.

Swallowing, Rameses fell in step beside Sethos. Every footfall stabbed at his heart as he waited for the silence to shatter. His gaze darted to the sword hanging at his father’s side. The weak sunlight glinted off the black hilt.

If he knew I was listening in, would he have me locked up or worse?

“You seem distracted, abnay,” Sethos said, and Rameses stiffened.

“There have been a lot of meetings since the city guards have been allowing travel into the city,” Rameses replied. “And I am still worried about Rasima.”

“Your sister seems to have regained her spirit since then. Her nightly visits with you seem to be doing her good.”

What if he also knows about me teaching Rasima archery? I know we’re being watched, but I thought we were being careful. He wouldn’t hurt her, would he? But this is a man who killed his own brother for power…

“Rameses.”

His father stopped in the hallway with Saint Rahat’s olive tree carved into the wall. Flames danced in the brazier mounted over the carving and shadows fell across the names of the six Elementals. The doors of the dungeons loomed nearby, and Serein’s words about who remained imprisoned in the darkness stoked Rameses’ fear. Sethos approached, and Rameses flinched as the Malik gripped his shoulder.

Rameses met the gold eyes of his father, imagining his face becoming lion-like with jaws ready to tear into him.

He knows!

“I know the attack at the kanisa has shaken you, but I need you to be strong. More than that, I need you to take your role as crown prince more seriously. Your mother has selected two more potential brides for you. She will meet with their parents and determine which one you will marry. It will be next year, and she will make her decision by your name day.”

His heart dropped into his stomach, dryness coating his mouth. “I thought I would make the final decision,” Rameses managed to say.

“You have not been hastening the process, so it has fallen to your mother,” Sethos said. “I know this is not what you want to do, but it is what you must do. That means no more seeing the women you have been keeping company with. It ends now, abnay. Do you understand?”

“…Yes, Father,” Rameses whispered, legs barely supporting him as he swallowed all his protests. “I understand.”

“Good. This is a critical time for Sarddon. The war’s end is in sight, but there are still things that must be done to solidify peace for the future. You have your part to play in this.”

Sethos pulled his hand back. “I need to know that you will be ready when the time comes.”

“What will you have me do?”

“What you have been taught to do.”

Sethos turned back down the hall with his guards, his shadow stretching across the walls. Rameses waited until the footsteps receded before leaving the corridor and heading to his apartments.

What does he want me to be ready for? Is he planning on telling me about what he’s really doing? he thought, climbing the steps to his chambers.

Na’il and Na’im greeted him as he opened the door. They leapt on him with tails wagging, licking his hands. Rameses scratched their heads and muttered quietly to them.

“Welcome back, Your Highness,” one of the servants, Amran, said as he bowed. His white and gold robes rippled as he moved. “Would you like me to get lunch prepared?”

“Not right now, Amran. Just coffee, please,” Rameses told him as he gathered paper, his inkwell and quill, and a few books from his desk and headed for his bedchambers. “I have some work to attend to. I don’t wish to be disturbed until dinner.”

The servant bowed. “Very well, sayyidi.”

The dogs bounded onto the bed, looking at Rameses expectantly as he lit the lanterns. “I’m sorry, boys. I won’t be much company tonight,” he muttered and grabbed more books from the corner, leafing through the pages until he found the documents he was looking for. “Not unless either of you know anything about magic and Immortal relics?”

Na’im yawned while Na’il cocked his head to the side, pale ears perking up.

“Thought as much.”

Rameses removed his sandals and leaned back against the foot of his bed. Papers and books were spread around him as he laid a fresh page down. The woody, earthy smell of camphor ink curled out of the clay bottle as Rameses dipped his quill in it.

If anything happens to me, Serein will have all she needs to find out what my father is doing. Everything we have collected and unearthed is our only chance against him, Rameses thought as he made the first dark line. Hopefully, we can stop whatever’s coming before it’s too late.
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Serein looked down at the giant gash across the earth, like hands of rock had parted it as some giant heaved itself out of the ground and left behind a winding labyrinth. The Albahr Alrraml Desert thinned and gave way to the ruddy stone of Baltha Gorge. Beyond the craggy jaws of the Gorge lay the Old Kingdom and the green of Locklin Forests to the northeast. The faint opalescent murmur of magic ran beneath the earth, but it was barely a whisper on the outskirts of Sarddon’s borders.

Seems magic is still alive out here, she thought.

Uriah glanced at the Gwain Mountains to the south before hthe group ventured down into Baltha Gorge, and the green snorts of the camels fell across the declining paths. Vultures circled overhead, black shapes swirling in the blue sea. Rocks slipped and tumbled over the edge to the bottom, where thin rivers snaked between jutting rock formations. Spit lumbered behind Ziyad’s mount, the swaying more bearable to Serein than it had been before.

Uriah brought the group to a stop and dismounted. They led the camels down the narrower paths on foot. Sand and pebbles crunched underfoot with silver-white plinks. Faiza took the lead, looking up the walls and following trails only he understood.

When the path until it became too narrow to navigate. Uriah held up his hand for them to stop, looking to Faiza. The lean man nodded and directed them to a large cave big enough for the camels to fit in. Cool, musty air exhaled against them, bats chittering bright purple and flying out into the sun. The camels sank down to the ground, grunting. Muffled sounds reverberated along the smooth walls and collected like colored stones in the air, the echoes bouncing off Serein.

She shook her head as she grabbed her pack from Spit’s saddle. Caves are too noisy. Everything gathers and keeps echoing. It’s only matter of time before I get a headache, she thought.

Uriah unstrapped a large sack from his camel and handed it to Faiza. He pulled his scarf down, sweat coating his skin.

“We’ll camp here for now,” Uriah said, his voice leaving green streaks on the cavern’s ceiling. “Youssef, send a message to Captain Jorham’s caravans with an update. The rest of you can unpack and rest.

“Faiza, you, Ziyad, and Zaheed head to the interior of the Gorge to find the Samaa’ tribe once you have rested and restocked your supplies. Take a hawk and send word once you reach the tribe and have gained their support. Be back in two days. We’ll find the rebel encampment and take them out before you return.”

“Yes, sir,” Faiza said, the edges of his burnt yellow voice scurrying up the walls.

If the Samaa’ have allied with the rebels, this will make things more difficult. Faiza’s knowledge of the Samaa’ clan will hopefully work in our favor.

Sand fell out of the creases of Serein’s clothes as she moved. Skin peeled along the top of her nose, and she scratched at it. The other men shuffled about as they inspected the other parts of the cave. Slinging her pack over her shoulder, she wandered to one of the adjoining caves with a low, uneven ceiling. Light streamed in through cracks along the wall. She set her knapsack down in a corner, the dusty air tickling her nose.

Cozy. I think it needs a nice rug and flowers to brighten the space up, Serein thought, nudging small animal bones with her boot. I’ve seen worse decorating. I wonder what lovely things currently live in here.

Brushing back the scarf off her head, Serein raked callused fingers through her stiff hair. She took a sip from her wineskin and cupped water in her hand, wiping off her face. Shaking more sand from her clothes, Serein walked back toward the entrance.

Faiza, Ziyad, and Zaheed gathered up their things to leave. With a mangalah cuff around his arm, Faiza retrieved a brown speckled hawk and stepped out of the cave. The three men left, and Uriah pulled out a map from his saddle bag, unfurling it on the ground.

“We’re currently in the southeastern part of the Gorge,” Uriah said to the soldiers gathering around him. “According to the scouts’ reports, the rebel attacks have been along the northern rim. There should be an encampment there that traps the caravans the first ambush group drives toward the Gorge.” He pointed to the X marks scrawled on the canyons. “We’ll separate into two groups and search these areas.”

Sohail crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Then what?” he asked. His washed-out blue question lapped against the fading green. “With just seven of us, we’re at a disadvantage. Splitting up again makes us even more vulnerable.”

“We don’t have the luxury to wait for larger numbers. When we find them, we’ll wait until we hear from Faiza’s group. With the Samaa’ people’s help, we should be able to launch a surprise attack. We need to be set up before Jorham’s unit arrives,” Uriah replied. “If we manage to capture them, we’ll pose as the rebels until we receive word that the caravan has neared the Gorge.”

An ambush is the only way to attack them. We have enough archers to do serious damage if they have enough time to attack before being spotted, Serein thought as she stood near Spit. Still, the odds aren’t good. Which is why the king sent me it seems—to even the odds.

Uriah pointed to the large swath of forest in the north. “The larger part of this rebel pincer maneuver is situated in Locklin Forest. They’ll have another group here to meet the escaping caravan as it nears the Gorge. There could be anywhere from ten to thirty men.”

“We would need the whole Samaa’ tribe to take them on,” Izrail said, displacing his orange-yellow voice as he shook his head.

“A whole tribe isn’t necessary. That would draw too much attention,” Serein said, and the three men turned to her. “I can go alone.” Once I determine their numbers and the guard rotations, I can plan to take out anyone who isn’t likely to have information.

Uriah frowned. “That’s too risky. There are too many unknowns,” he said.

“I can assess their numbers and defenses from a distance,” Serein told him. “They likely have scouts patrolling the Gorge trails, but most of their attention will be facing away from where we’ll be coming from. I can scout on my own, so you don’t need to worry about spreading ourselves too thin.”

“If she’s spotted, this whole mission will be for naught,” Youssef said. The hawk on his arm tilted its head, golden eyes watching them. “Muharib or not, you’re still one woman.”

Serein grinned. “You’d be surprised what one woman with a knife can accomplish.”

Uriah sighed, shaking his head. “Fine. You can scout ahead, but I’ll come with you. We’ll go to these locations—” he pointed to the two marks on the map on the western side of Baltha Gorge “—Nakarah and Sohail will also investigate the other section of the Gorge.”

“I don’t need you to come with me, Captain.”

“I already said you don’t know the terrain, so it’s dangerous to go alone. Your skills are worthless if you fall off a ledge.” His stare left no room for protest.

“Your concern for my wellbeing is touching.”

“You’ll have until sundown,” Uriah said to the other men. “Return if you can’t find anything by then, but if you locate them, observe only. Don’t kill anyone until you report back. Youssef, you’ll be in charge until I return.”

Guess I really won’t be killing anyone tonight. A stealth mission with Uriah. What could go wrong? Serein thought, squinting as the amethyst wind sang through the canyon.

Serein paused as the warm canyon wall pressed against her shoulder, the strap of her pack cutting into her. Rocks bounced down into the canyon, leaving behind silver-white trails. The sun roamed the skies as it sank down from its high perch. Blue skies shifted to deep orange and yellow, stretching out the shadows. Uriah shuffled behind her, grim-faced as he squinted against the late afternoon sunlight.

Serein pulled the small map of the Gorge from the inside pocket of her robe, made a small white mark, and left a chalky whorl on the rockface to mark the path.

A bearded vulture with black, white, and orange plumage flew past with a long bone in its talons. The bird arced upward before releasing the bone. It fell several hundred feet before shattering into tiny pieces. The vulture dove down after its meal, becoming a dark speck against the ocher and tan rocks.

A fall from this height won’t end well, she thought.

“How many areas do we still have to check?” Uriah asked quietly. The green words spun in the air before being whisked off into the canyon.

“Four,” she replied, glancing around from the outcropping. If he doesn’t speak, it’s easy to forget he’s there.

“We’ll only have a few hours of daylight left before we need to head back.”

“Then we’ll have to move quickly.”

Serein spotted a foothold along the rock and began to scale the wall. Lizards disappeared into slivers of crevices. The wall in my chambers was more difficult than this, although it had fewer fatal consequences if I lost my grip.

“What are you doing?” Uriah asked.

“Climbing,” she replied. “Did you not have to do this during your soldier training?”

“But why that way?”

“Is this why you wanted to come? To critique my scouting methods?” Serein turned left and grabbed a small lip, holding on tight. She watched the shadows for scorpions and snakes. “Or is this the new part of our friendship where you need to follow me everywhere?”

His irritated green muttering was lost beneath her. “I told you that it’s safer to go in pairs.”

“That makes sense. What doesn’t is why you decided to come.”

The footholds held firm as she climbed. She clung to the wall twenty feet up. Sweat running down her arms, Serein reached a flat ledge and hauled herself up. She glanced down where Uriah stood, clinging to the wall as the wind pushed against him. Behind his frown, there was a veil of disappointment.

Eneca would tell me to be nicer, especially since he gave me a gift and seems genuinely concerned. But if I’m too nice to him, it might give him hope for something that can’t be—and it will hurt us both more when I kill Sethos.

Connected to the ledge was a narrow lip carved into the rock. Small sections were missing, but most of it remained intact as it followed the canyon side and curved around a bend. Serein inched across it, easing her weight onto the rock as she clung to grooves and large cracks on the wall. Amethyst hands grabbed at her clothes and tried to yank her off the ledge.

The rocks gave way under Serein’s foot as she stepped over a small gap. She froze, the walkway beneath her shifting. The ledge wound toward a craggy outcropping several yards away before disappearing under a heap of fallen boulders. As she went to test her weight on another section, the rocks broke underneath her right foot. Jagged edges cut her palms as she caught herself. The other side gave way, leaving her dangling on the cliffside.

“Serein!” Uriah yelled.

Serein’s heart crawled into her throat as she gripped the rockface. Arms aching and the taste of fear stinging the back of her throat, she climbed up, eyes focused on the sky. Sweat stung the cuts on her hands. She clamored over the top of the ridge and collapsed against the wall.

Well, guess I won’t be able to go back that way, Serein thought, glancing down as she wiped dirt from her face and hands.

“Are you alright?” Uriah called.

She steadied her breaths as she waited for feeling to return to her arms. “I’m fine,” she said.

A flash in the distance made Serein look up and freeze. She signaled for him to be quiet, indicating the possible danger. Uriah moved into the shadow of the outcropping, his hand moving to his weapon. Serein made out a dark figure moving between the boulders, and she ducked behind the curve of the wall.

The Samaa’ people don’t wear such dark clothes. Rebels probably, she thought and looked for a path upward.

Pain cut into Serein’s fingers as she continued climbing to the top. She peered over the ledge, crouching down on the plateau as she caught her breath. Dark orange and blue met with ocher, two halves merging at a shimmering horizon. Near an arch of rocks, two figures moved at the edge of an encampment.

Rebel scouts. I see at least eight tents from here, so there are at least thirty people. Possibly forty. Difficult and exposed terrain to prevent an attack from the rear, but not impossible for a few people to sneak up. They’re in Samaa’ territory, so either the tribe is keeping their distance out of caution, or they’ve been bribed.

Serein skirted across the ground and shifted into the cool shadows. The scouts moved past broken stone arches, and the glow of campfires became visible. Serein ducked behind the rocks, a hand on her dagger. At least six more people moved between the tents, the colors of their voices mixing in an unintelligible mist.

Daylight’s fading and I wouldn’t want to prove Uriah right by falling off a ledge, Serein thought, pulling out a red piece of chalk and marking the rock with an X. Now that we know where they are, the fun can begin.
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A candle threw melted light over the map, the shadowy markers placed around the red X. Uriah leaned over the outline of the Gorge as the group sat around him.

“The Samaa’ scouts let us know about these tunnels running through the ravine, and they’ll get us almost to the top of the Gorge without being seen,” he said, his finger tracing a path over the vellum. “We’ll still have to come up from behind and scale the rest of the wall, which is about twenty feet up. It’s too risky to take the natural slopes to the top, since the rebels will have eyes on them.”

“Seems convenient that the tunnels don’t go all the way to the surface,” Izrail said.

“The passageways haven’t been used in decades because that section of the Gorge is prone to collapsing and isn’t useful to the Samaa’,” Faiza told them. “They’re sound enough for our purposes. The rebels have no knowledge that they exist, and have for the most part stayed out of the ravine.”

“Once we take care of the group, will the Samaa’ still aid us in holding our position here?” Nakarah asked as he stroked his beard.

“They have agreed to help us once we’ve taken out the encampment and the other contingent,” Faiza replied.

We’ll be facing at least thirty in the encampment and anywhere from twenty to possibly forty Old Kingdom rebels. Serein didn’t spot any Immortals or Ravanassë among them, but we can’t rule out that there might be some in the camp, Uriah thought, adding the numbers as he compared them with their current forces. He avoided glancing at Serein, who stood in the corner and tried to use the numbers to erase the memory of her almost falling off the canyon ledge. Fifteen Samaa’ warriors and archers, and the twenty we have disguised in the caravans. We most likely won’t have the numbers to overwhelm them.

“I still don’t believe that we can fully trust them,” Nakarah went on. “They let the rebels camp out in their territory without stopping them. How do we really know they weren’t bribed and that this isn’t a trap?”

Faiza shot the older man a look, arms crossed. “The Samaa’ favor neutrality. Since the rebels made no moves of aggression toward them, the tribe left them alone. No alliance was offered to them until us. Their honor isn’t easily swayed by bribes.”

“I trust Faiza’s judgement,” Uriah told them. “We’re at a disadvantage, so we’ll take all the help we can get. Right now, we need to focus on formulating a surprise attack to make our pincer move with the caravans successful. They’ll be nearing Baltha Gorge in two days.”

“Thinning their numbers will even the disadvantage,” Serein said as she peeled away from the shadows. “You won’t need a large force to take out sentries.”

“After the sentries, are you planning on killing the rest on your own?” Uriah asked. “That’s almost thirty people. Even you can’t take out a whole camp on your own. What if you miscounted and not all the men are there?”

“There are at least five people on guard at any given time from what I observed,” she replied. “An attack before sunrise will be our best shot. I can send a signal when I’m done.”

“Navigating in the dark is risky, even if it gives us cover,” Youssef added.

“The moon will be mostly full tomorrow, giving us enough light to see,” Ziyad told them.

“I can take care of the sentries and locate the commanding officers of the group before you move to take the camp,” Serein told Uriah, blue eyes glittering against the firelight. The scars stood out along her face as shadows clung to the angular lines of her cheeks.

“What if you’re not able to take out enough rebels before they raise the alarm?” Youssef asked her, frowning.

“I’ll take out as many as I need to and make sure they can’t send word to their allies.” Her sharp grin was a blade slitting her mouth. “And if the alarm does go off, then that will be your signal to move in.”

Uriah sighed. “Serein, you’ll go in and thin their numbers, but Ziyad will go with you as backup. Leave a few alive for questioning. We’ll use the Samaa’s calls to communicate. Hoopoe to hold, bulbul for danger, marsh owl for advance.”

Ziyad stiffened, his hazel eyes widening. “Why me?”

“You’re more skilled with a bow than Zaheed is.”

Quiet mumbling spread through the group as they discussed the plan amongst themselves. “We’ll move tomorrow around midnight. We need to secure the area before sunrise and be prepared for the arrival of the caravan,” Uriah told them. “Faiza, relay these instructions to the Samaa’ and lead them to the tunnels.”

Uriah nudged a few of the markers across the map. Each clack of the small stones against the ground helped to drown out the sound of rushing water lapping against his ears. He pushed away the echo of fear seeping through.

The soldiers dispersed and began preparing for sleep. Serein drifted back into the darkened part of the caves, and his gaze followed her until she disappeared. He no longer had the numbers to block the images of the rocks giving way and Serein clinging to the canyon wall. It overlapped with the attack at the church, creating a barbed knot in his chest.

Why am I so worried? She can take care of herself, as she always reminds me. He closed his eyes to clear his head. But if something happens to her again, I don’t think I’ll be able to forgive myself…
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Serein gripped the rope as she clung to the cliffside. Ziyad hung a few feet from her, his bow strapped across his back as he finished securing the last of the climbing ropes. The purple wind battered against them. One of the rebel scouts moved behind the base of the broken arch near the camp, moonlight dripping across the rocky landscape. The other one peered out into the ravine, his breath curling around his face. Serein signed to Ziyad about the guards and to wait. He nodded.

Taking out these two should be easy, Serein thought, and she swung herself over the edge of the cliff. I’ll have to go in behind the guards as they make their rounds, and then hide the bodies, maybe dump them into the ravine until the camp is captured.

She pressed against a rugged boulder, faint traces of heat radiating from the stone. Sweat cooled against the back of her neck as she pulled her hood up over her face. The sounds from the encampment colored the quiet—snoring, the purple-blue crackling fire, goldenrod whickering of horses. She glanced around before signaling Ziyad to follow.

“What now?” Ziyad whispered, his purple-red voice crawling along the side of the rock.

She held up a finger, silencing him, and pointed to the guard on the right. The guard walked toward them, a short sword hanging from his side and a bow strapped across his back. A metal handle of a knife sticking out of his left boot glinted under the moonlight. Serein flicked out the hidden blade in her vambrace and gestured for Ziyad to move to the other side of the boulder. Dark pink footsteps crunched against the sandy ground in an uneven gait.

Right-handed. Might be in his thirties. He’ll go for the sword first. Uneven footfalls probably means he has a leg or foot injury. One slash to the throat to keep him from screaming. Probably best to hide the body over the edge. Doubt Ziyad wants to hide next to a corpse.

Poison would be much more effective, volchitsa, Xansas’ white voice hissed in her ear. But I suppose you’ve always liked being able to sink your teeth into a kill.

Serein bit the inside of her cheek, a shiver crawling up her spine. As the man passed the boulder, she moved behind him and jammed the thin blade through the back of his neck. Her dagger cut his blue-gray gasp short. Death moved out of the shadows, his ageless face glowing in the silvery light. Before the body hit the ground, Serein yanked the man behind the rock and kicked fresh gravel over the blood spots. Ziyad’s eyes were wide as he stared at the corpse next to him. Death stooped down and picked up the blue-gray soul before giving Serein a sad look.

“Search the body and roll it over the edge,” Serein whispered. “Another guard will be coming this way in six minutes. Stay here, and don’t make a move unless you have to. Shoot anyone who might raise the alarm.”

Ziyad swallowed and nodded. Serein picked up a palm-sized rock and went after the guard by the broken arches.

Right-handed, early thirties. More skilled with a bow than a blade.

She darted behind the boulders, eyes shifting to the tents. The man paused, and Serein hurled the rock upward at one of the craggy spires. It struck the surface with a dull silver-white crack that made the sentry’s head snap up. Serein rushed toward him and slit his throat before he could turn. Dark blood spurted from the crescent slash, and a surprised exhale left him in a wrinkled periwinkle breath. Serein caught him and dragged him behind the rocks, warm blood dripping onto her hands. The man’s dark eyes widened as he stared at her before he went limp.

Three more to go. Then the rest of the camp, she thought.

Serein continued along the outskirts of the encampment, killing the other three guards until none remained. She made her way back to Ziyad as he crouched behind the rocks. The body of the guard was gone, a dark pool the only sign of what had happened.

“I’m going to start taking out as many as I can,” she told him, pointing to the tents several yards from them. “I spotted one more by the horses in the middle of the camp.”

“How long will that take?” Ziyad asked.

“As long as it takes. I’m going to start with the nearest tents.” Eight tents, probably four or five people in each. Roughly thirty.

Serein kept the left Twin out and stalked to the nearest tent. Quiet sounds of violet, beige, and saffron breathing bled through the thick canvas. She sliced through the woven material, pausing as one of the snores stopped. When it resumed, she slipped inside and stood over three sleeping men.

May the Lights take you quickly and give you rest, Serein thought and unsheathed the other Twin.

The curved Sarlyrian blades opened the throats of the three men sleeping at her feet. The first two died with minimal thrashing and bewildered eyes taking in her face for the first and last time before the light left them. Serein had to cover the mouth of the third as he awoke, the startled beige cry killed before he could get it out. He gripped her arms, trying to get words out before his limbs stilled.

Sticky blood coated her fingers as she slipped back through the open wound in the tent. In the whisper of the wind, she heard Xansas’s white laugh echoing in her ears.

This is what you were meant to do, my volchitsa.

I’m doing what I have to so I can get home alive, Serein hissed back, moving onto the second tent.

Carnage had seeped into the ground in crimson splatters by the time she finished off the next four. Blood followed in Serein footsteps, Death’s outline hovering out the corner of her eye. The smell of coppery tang and loosened bowels filled her nose. She peered through the slit in the tent opening at the center of the camp. The horses tethered by the supply wagon pawed the ground, snorting. Smoke from the low fire rose into the lightening sky. The man standing by the flames glanced at the horses, talking to them in quiet tangerine-colored Sarlyrian.

The man turned from the fire and walked toward the first tent where the three bodies were, each step making her tense. Serein reached for a throwing knife and pushed open the tent flap.

I thought there were only three in there. If he sees the bodies, he’ll raise the alarm.

Serein stepped out and hurled the knife at the man’s throat, the blade finding its mark in the soft tissue under his jaw. A gurgling cry escaped as he hit the ground. Serein let out the trilling bulbul call before the croaking sound of the marsh owl. She rushed over to the rebel as he struggled to pull the knife from his bleeding neck and drove her khanjar into his chest. Ziyad’s purple-red birdcall echoed hers.

The horses, startled by the smell of blood, pulled at their tethers as they let out goldenrod whinnies. A dark-haired man emerged from the tent near them with a sheathed sword in hand, his gaze landing on Serein and the dead body at her feet.

Not quick enough, she thought as he opened his mouth to yell.

The dark red shout burst into the air before the yellow-orange streak of an arrow struck his chest. He staggered back into the tent, grasping at the shaft in his heart before falling to the ground with a crinkling green thud. Serein glanced back at Ziyad standing by the ledge with his bow in hand.

Sloppy, Serein. You could’ve killed half the camp before anyone noticed. I taught you better, the white voice hissed.

Serein shook her head to dislodge Xansas’ words, sprinting behind one of the tents toward Ziyad. Voices punctured the air as the soldiers roused and emerged from the tents. Serein peered over the ledge to see Uriah and his men scaling the side of the cliff. They were about halfway up when shouts rose from the camp.

“Go around the left side and take out as many as you can,” Serein told Ziyad. “I’ll go around the right side and draw their attention. Make sure no one leaves and that they don’t send a messenger bird.”

“How many are left?” he asked, gripping his bow as he nocked another arrow.

“Not as many as there were,” she replied and looked back over her shoulder as the outline of soldiers rushed between the tents with weapons drawn. It’s going to take several minutes before the soldiers and the Samaa’ make it to the encampment. Five at a time, at least a minute for them to assess the situation before they can move to attack. “Go. Now.”

Serein took off around the side of the encampment. A rebel wearing a dented breastplate under tan robes darted out and stopped as he spotted her.

“Here! An intruder!” he yelled, his sword cutting through the jagged bronze Sarlyrian.

She dodged the attack and rammed the thin hidden blade into his calf, grabbing his left arm. The man’s scream rattled her ears as she pinned his arm behind his back and shoved him to the ground. Her dagger left a deep gash across his throat, the shouts of soldiers drawing closer. She glanced up to see a man rushing for the horses before being struck down by an arrow in the back.

A man with shaggy brown hair burst from the tent in the middle of the cluster, shouting orders in Sarlyrian. The clay-colored words hit the ground like broken pottery. A jagged scar ran down the left side of his face, eyes bright blue in the firelight. He pulled a broadsword from the sheath at his side.

That one acts like the leader by his posture and delegation of orders. Late thirties, left-handed. Skilled with knives and a sword. A Ravanassë. Accent sounds like he’s from the northern region, Serein thought as his gaze snapped to her. He pointed in her direction, yelling. He’ll be one to watch out for. Capturing him will be useful.

Serein darted away as soldiers spread through the encampment. Two rushed to cut her off. A tall man came around the corner and jabbed his sword at her torso. She dodged, looping her arm around his and puncturing the inside of his elbow with her hidden blade. As he struggled and dropped his weapon, she slammed her foot down on his knee and felt it crack. Through the fuchsia scream, another rebel rushed at her.

Gripping the injured man by his hair, Serein spun behind her captive. I’m going to get pinned down. Captain Stormheir and the others better arrive soon, she thought, her knife pressed against his throat. His allies stopped, weapons raised.

“We’ve got one!” someone shouted, his pale teal voice going up like a beacon.

Two other men flanked her, the captain and a younger man. The captain stepped forward.

“Release him and we might let you live,” he said in a clay-colored voice.

The sharp forest-green call of a marsh owl pierced the clamor, Sarddonian shouts ringing out. “A tempting offer, but you didn’t say how I should release him,” Serein replied in Sarlyrian.

Surprise broke the captain’s face a split second before she slit her captive’s throat and hurled him at the two soldiers behind her.

With a flick of her wrist, she threw another thin knife at the man on her right, the steel finding its mark in his throat. He went down with a gurgling orange-yellow cry. An arrow struck the soldier beside the captain in the leg, and he staggered with a twisted maroon scream. The orange hiss of a blade cutting the air from behind made Serein pivot in time to deflect a sword that nearly sliced her arm. The captain hauled his injured comrade up and backed away.

Serein sidestepped over a corpse as her opponent lunged with a backhanded flourish. Before he could ready another attack, a weighted cord wrapped around his legs, and he crashed to the ground. Serein stepped on his hand until he released the weapon, looking at the bola tangled around him. She kicked the sword out of reach.

A Samaa’ weapon. About time they got here.

Red and pink streaked the sky as dawn pushed the night back. Sarddonian soldiers spread through the camp as the dark-robed Samaa’ warriors moved along the perimeter, forming a noose. The captain dragged the injured man toward the horses, slipping through the fighting.

Leaving the struggling rebel on the ground, Serein rushed into the middle of the camp. She grabbed another knife from her belt and hurled it at the captain’s back. It sunk into his right shoulder as he went to lift the man onto the back of one of the horses. He dropped his companion and whirled around. The horse tore free from its tether and charged through the camp with panicked goldenrod neighs.

“We didn’t finish our conversation, captain,” Serein said, twirling her daggers around. This other man seems important to the captain. Maybe his lieutenant or another officer.

The deep scar across his face creased as he glared at her. “You’re Sarlyrian yet you’re siding with the enemy?” the captain hissed, yanking the knife from his shoulder. It clattered to the ground, red soaking his robes. “You’re worse than a dog.”

“You’re right. I’m much worse.”

With the amethyst wind twisting around her, she rushed forward. The campfire crackled and popped, orange sparks flying upward as their blades clashed. Her opponent held his ground. She dodged to the left as the man’s sword came at her flank. The blade glanced off the side of her armor as she broke away, nicking the side of her thigh as he pushed her back.

As the sword swung in a diagonal arc, she deflected the blow, dancing on the balls of her feet. He’s quicker than he looks. Military trained. Probably received training from the Immortal Kings’ army, she thought. He’s keeping distance between me and his injured comrade.

The other man stumbled to his feet and limped away. Morning sunlight reflected across the nicked surface of the captain’s sword flourish that parried her dagger. The jarring force ran along her arms. Muscles rippled through the captain’s biceps as he prepared to jab the weapon at her stomach. Serein side-stepped and rammed her heel down on the back of his knee. He stumbled, and she grabbed the fallen throwing knife, aiming it at the fleeing man.

She disengaged from the captain and chased down the other man as the blade struck his calf, grasping the bloodied hilt. He fell and reached for his weapon as Serein approached. She kicked it from his hand and smashed her foot against his jaw. His maroon yell shattered as he went limp, ragged breaths dripping out onto the ground.

Her arms tensed as she whirled around to meet the oncoming sword. Rage gripped the captain’s face behind their clashing weapons, his eyes pits of blue fire.

“May the void take you, traitor. Sanguis enim sanguinem!” he shouted and slammed into her.

Serein flipped her left dagger around as she swung at him. He ducked, and she rushed at the opening in his defenses. She rammed the heel of her palm into his nose, feeling the cartilage give a wet crunch. He grabbed Serein’s wrist before she pulled away and struck her in the ribs with the pommel of his sword.

Teeth gritted, she slipped her dagger past his guard, slicing the inside of his right wrist. Her knee rammed into his diaphragm, and he doubled over with a strangled gasp. Serein twisted his sword arm behind his back and drove a hidden blade through his knee. The clay-colored scream broke against the ground as Serein shoved the captain off balance. He tried to roll away, but she grabbed him by his hair, boot pressed against his sword hand until his fingers uncurled from the hilt.

She slammed his head against the ground, dark purple ripples spreading around him. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he went limp. She rose, kicking aside the sword. Wiping her blades on her trousers, Serein took the rope from her side pouch and tied the unconscious man’s hands behind his back. The clashing of weapons and shouts continued through the camp as the Sarddonians and Samaa’ soldiers pushed the rebels to the center.

Serein dragged the captain over to the other unconscious man. She breathed through the pain digging under her ribs as she removed their weapons.

These two should give us some useful information.

A shadow moved behind Serein’s shoulder, and she turned to see a longsword slicing the air with an orange hiss. She rolled to the side, the blade glancing off her vambrace. The soldier twirled the sword around, preparing to bring it down on her. A scimitar parried it, the lion-head pommel glowing against the rising sun.

Uriah pushed the man back, and Serein regained her footing. As Uriah parried another blow, her dagger sunk into the rebel’s side, spilling blood across her hands. His purple scream rang in her ears. Serein twisted the knife and felt it scrape against his ribs as she dragged it up. Uriah disarmed the man and pinned him to the ground.

“I left two alive for you. A captain and his lieutenant,” she said. “A third seemed like too much.” Serein grunted as she stood, the rebel gasping for air while a bloody pool soaked the sands beneath him. “You might want to put him out of his misery.”

Uriah unsheathed his dagger and slit the man’s throat. A gargling sound spilled out before the final exhale went silent. Death’s papery hand plucked the dead man’s purple soul from his chest, leaving no footprints in the blood as he brushed past Serein with laden arms.

Sharp emerald chips darted over Serein’s bloodied appearance. “Are you injured?” Uriah asked through his heavy green breaths. Loose strands of red hair clung to his sweaty forehead.

“Nothing that won’t heal. My ribs will be bruised, but not broken,” Serein looked past him at the remaining soldiers. “Most of the blood isn’t mine.”

The sun rose over the blood-soaked ground strewn with corpses and the wounded, tents torn, some flattened. The remaining soldiers kept their weapons up as the Sarddonians and the Samaa’ closed in. Uriah tightened his grip on his sword and straightened.

“Lay down your arms and surrender! We have your captain!” he shouted in rough Sarlyrian. “If you surrender quietly, none of you will come to any more harm.”

The rebels huddled together, red splatter and exhaustion painting their faces. A tense hush hung in the air, only punctured by the wind and labored breathing. Serein’s rushing pulse counted down the seconds before the first rebel threw down his weapon. He raised his hands and others followed suit. Falling weapons thudded orange against the ground.

Only nine remaining, including the captain and the lieutenant. Enough people to get information from.

“Secure the encampment. Youssef, send word to the caravan that we’ve defeated the rebels here, and we’ll be in position,” Uriah told the soldiers. “Faiza, have the Samaa’ attend to our wounded and have those who can be moved taken to the tunnels with the prisoners.” 

“What about all the bodies, captain?” Sohail asked.

“We’ll remove them and burn them in the ravine tonight,” Uriah said, wiping dried blood from his cheek.

Serein glanced at him. To the Sarddonians it will sound like a traitor’s burial, but to those of the Old Kingdom, it’s how we pass on to join the Lights. There’s still honor in him, even toward enemies…

The chaos wound down as the rebels were bound, and the dead dragged to the center of the encampment. Serein sheathed her weapons, the adrenaline draining away and leaving behind burning aches. Blood dried against her skin in cracking patches. Crimson flakes drifted off as she flexed her fingers.

Red suits you, volchitsa, Xansas said.

The white words chilled Serein as they fell on her. A breeze cut through the stench of death and sweat.

Blood washes away eventually, she thought, glancing down at the unconscious men at her feet.
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A messenger hawk landed on the rock beside Uriah, folding its tawny wings against its body. He untied the letter from the leather tube attached to its leg, reading over the coded message. Dust blown about from the Gorge collected on the gray and green garments from the rebel outfit he wore. The smell of the pyres in the ravine still lingered in the air despite days passing since they’d been lit.

Jorham and Tarek’s caravan reached Locklin Forest two days ago, Uriah thought, squinting against the sunlight. The rebels will most likely attack the troops soon, if they haven’t already. It all depends on whether the rebels will allow the caravan to retreat to the Gorge and what their numbers are. If something goes wrong, this could all end in failure…

The camp had been cleaned up and the bodies disposed of, leaving behind only dark stains on the sunbaked earth. Uriah clenched the tourmaline around his neck as he blocked out the bodies that had been scattered about. Each inhale couldn’t remove the smell of blood and death. Silty waters churned in Uriah’s ears, and his shoulder ached.

Stone protect me, Fire strengthen me, Water purify me, Wind guide me. Uriah clung to the worn edges of the prayer.

“Seems you’re thinking about something serious.” Serein’s voice broke his thoughts, and he looked up. Her bloodied clothes had been replaced with the same robes the rest of the group now wore, her weapons ever-present at her sides.

He shifted on the boulder. “Just about the mission before us. Have you been able to learn anything new from Captain Arno?” he asked.

“He’s been with the rebels for fifteen years and became a captain only three years ago,” Serein told him. “He was the one responsible for the attack on Sarddon’s forces in the eastern battle of Kevan two years ago. He’s been leading this unit for the last year in tandem with a Captain Tytus, who commands the unit in Locklin.”

“Did you learn anything else?” Uriah asked and folded up the letter. Not sure how that’s helpful to our current situation, but Serein seems to think it’s worth mentioning. No one else has gotten him to say much.

She crossed her arms. “I’m working on getting him to talk, but the papers and letters we found in his tent are more than enough for the time being. This group was to stay here until the end of the year before they were to regroup with their main unit. Seems they’ve been tasked with searching for something.”

The bird preened itself next to him, plucking small feathers from under its wing. “Has he or any of the other prisoners said what it is they’re searching for?” Is it more than just supplies? Gold or weapons? The caravans are mostly merchant ones, so perhaps the rebels’ supplies are dwindling.

“No one has given up that information yet. That secret most likely belongs to the captain, but it’s something that Sethos is also searching for.”

He met her gaze. “Is this related to the something Rameses mentioned? Some sort of relic?”

“It’s a possibility, but Rameses and I have no idea what these relics look like,” Serein said. “Only that there are thirteen of them, and that they’re most likely coming from the Old Kingdom.”

“Why would they then be attacking caravans going there and not just the ones coming back?” Uriah asked, and Serein shrugged. “Continue extracting information until I get word that the caravan is retreating toward our position.” He glanced at her hands and saw blood on her fingers before he blinked the image away. “Try not to hurt them too badly.”

A thin smile unfurled. “I haven’t moved on to blades yet. I’ve just been using my cutting wit and unsettling powers of perception. So far, our Ravanassë kinship isn’t putting them at ease.”

“You’re not a person who gives off the impression that they’re safe to talk to.”

“Is it the scars? They’re usually a good conversation starter.” Her smile flattened and her stare bore into him.

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked, sitting up straighter.

“You’re worried about this mission.”

“Aye. So?”

Her blue eyes threatened to drown him, clear and cold like water. “If something goes wrong on this mission, these men trust you because you’re the sort of person who knows how to handle a crisis. This won’t be like your last mission.”

He sat in her words, the scar across his shoulder tighter. “Did Rameses tell you what happened while I was on the front?” Uriah asked as the phantom waters rose to his knees.

“He told me only what he knows about the incident and what he suspects. Rameses can see how it affects you.”

Uriah tensed, and his fingers clenched the tourmaline pendant. “It’s not…” He licked his dry lips. “I don’t…” How can I tell him the full truth? “How do you know this won’t be like last time?”

“Because we’re not near a river that can be dammed,” Serein replied. “You can have your doubts about what will come, but don’t let them dull your blade or cause your arm to waver. After this is all over, you can wrestle with them as much as you’d like.”

The hawk beside him cocked its head as she left. Uriah’s gaze followed her as she stepped into a tent in the middle of the camp.

This won’t be like last time…Uriah thought, rubbing his shoulder to work out the stiffness. This time will be different.

Serein entered the tent flap and sat down on the low stool. Filtered sunlight bled through the canvas, broken shards poking through the arrow holes. Two Sarddonian soldiers stood guard around Captain Arno Tal sitting on the ground across from her, his bound hands covered in strips of canvas. Serein removed the sack covering his head and the cotton pads tied around his ears. His left eye was swollen, and a cut swelled along his lower lip. Dried blood stained the hem of his torn tunic and a gag cut into the sides of his mouth.

She held his gaze, her chin resting in her palm. “You’re looking better this morning, Captain,” Serein said in Sarlyrian, pulling down the gag. “Care to continue our little chat now that you’ve had some rest?”

He glanced at her, bright blue eyes filled with disdain. He spat a glob of bloody saliva at her feet. The whistling sound of his clay-colored breaths through his damaged nose splintered off in the air.

“Pity. You seemed like a reasonable man. I’m sure you know how this works.”

“Arrogant, aren’t you?” he said.

Serein shrugged. “Perhaps, but I’ve been called worse things.”

“Prideful, too. Must be how you got all those scars, assassin. By being too cocky.”

“Life doesn’t care whether you’re prideful or humble. It’ll tear you apart all the same.” Serein traced the scar across her left eye before tapping her slightly bent nose, and the slash along her throat. “These are from personal experience dealing with torturers. I was like you, not wanting to talk, but eventually I learned how much pain can break a person. I’m interested to see how long it’ll take you.”

Arno glared at her, jaw clenched. Serein unsheathed one of her curved blades, inspecting it in a beam of sunlight. Xansas’ smile flashed across it, and she flipped the khanjar in the air. The captain kept his eyes on Serein as she caught her weapon.

“Koralo and Barea are much more talkative than you,” Serein told him. “The others, not so much, but I’m sure I’ll pay all your remaining men a visit soon.”

Arno tensed and he strained against his bonds as her face broke into a thin smile. “You’re a traitor to Sarlyria and the Ravanassë,” he seethed. “You’ll pay⁠—”

“There’s no point in harming the others beyond what’s necessary. That is, if you continue to talk with me.” His men are his weakness. If his lieutenant, Koralo, knows anything about the relics or tombs, he won’t understand the true importance of it.

“You won’t win,” Arno told her. “You think the Murderous King will let any Ravanassë live when he’s finished? Our very existence is the thing he hates. He won’t keep you around once he gets what he wants. All you’re doing is helping him soak the ground with more blood, traitor. I will die knowing I did everything I could to stop him.”

Serein caught her weapon, pointing the blade at him. “Should I change how I introduce myself so people can save their breath and stop calling me a traitor?” she asked and moved the dagger tip closer to his nose. Seems he does know what Sethos is looking for and what he intends to use it for. “I found your letters mentioning the base in Karax. I’m very interested in your connection to that stronghold.”

Arno’s breath fogged along the whorls in the blue-tinged steel. “May the Lights repay you for every breath you’ve stolen. Sanguis enim sanguinem,” he said.

“I’ll let you think about your answer then,” she replied and drove the dagger through the top of his foot.
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Serein wiped crumbs of bread from her knee as she took another bite from the piece of stuffed medfouna. The hot lamb grease coated her lips, the spiced carrots and olives mixing with pieces of egg. A Samaa’ man, Kebir, pushed merguez links around in the sizzling pan. Chatter filled the tent, the different hues drifting over the spice-scented air.

Ziyad kept glancing at the women archers sitting outside by the fire. Their umber-colored head scarves billowed in the breeze, the weak rays of morning light hitting their hammered earrings. Small bows hung off their backs. The delicate tattoos on their cheeks and chins creased as they laughed.

“I thought you’d be used to seeing armed women by now,” Serein told him. “Jealous that they’re more skilled than you?”

Ziyad frowned and sipped his coffee. “No. I just wasn’t expecting to see so many during the battle. I’ve heard that the desert tribes trained both men and women to fight, but I’ve never seen one of their archers up close,” he said, his purple-red voice falling into his lap.

Serein finished the rest of the medfouna and moved on to her bowl of spiced barley porridge topped with goat milk cream. “I’m sure they’re as equally adept at taking care of their homes as they are at shooting someone.”

Past the archers, Uriah and Faiza spoke with the leader of the Samaa’ warriors. They looked at the horizon, pointing to the ridges just beyond the camp. The dark lavender screech of a hawk slashed the sky as a bird came into view.

Possibly more news from Jorham’s caravan, Serein thought, cracking the fennel seeds in the soup between her teeth. Arno’s men told us about their communication system, so it should be enough to not raise suspicion from the other rebels. He still hasn’t given up the information about the relics. His letters about the hidden base in Karax are incomplete, but it seems to be where a large amount of their forces are. That’s probably how the soldiers are able to move through Marnediad’s Seat to Ygris.

The hawk flew down toward the camp, landing on the perch near the captain’s tent. In the dim light, its feathers were darker than the Sarddonian ones. Uriah went over and removed the letter from its leg. He straightened as he folded up the letter and turned back to the people in the camp. A sharp forest-green whistle split the air in three pointed notes, drawing the attention of the soldiers. Finishing her soup, Serein picked up a steaming cup of coffee and a loquat. She followed Ziyad and the others out of the tent, joining the crowd gathering around Uriah.

“I’ve gotten word that the rebels are pursuing our caravan and will be here in a matter of hours. There’s an estimated thirty mounted soldiers and archers with them,” he said, and Faiza translated for the Samaa’. The news rippled through the crowd, erasing the calm of breakfast. “We’ll position archers along the ridges to shoot down as many rebels as they can. Go for the horses first. Zaheed, get the prisoners to the tunnels. The rest of us will be ready here to reinforce the other contingent when they arrive. We cut them off here and keep as many alive as we can. The prisoners haven’t told us the full extent of this force, but there could be Immortals within their ranks.”

“Immortals?” Qawi, a squat Samaa’ warrior next to Serein, asked. The pale crimson question fluttered upward. “How can we fight against them?”

“Without their magic, they bleed like any other man,” Nakarah replied, hand resting on his weapon.

If the Immortals are involved in these attacks, then they’re probably searching for these relics too. Serein chewed on the loquat, avoiding the seeds. I’ll have to keep an eye out for anyone who looks like they’re in command and hope no one kills them before I can get to them.

“If there are Immortals, keep your distance and take them out from afar—incapacitate if you can. The Malik will want them for questioning,” Uriah told them. “Archers, don’t start firing until you hear the horn. When it sounds a second time is when the other flank will attack.”

Serein downed the spiced dregs of her coffee, eyes on the horizon as the air shimmered under the rising sun. At least I got to finish my coffee before the fighting starts, she thought.

Ziyad kept his eyes to the horizon, crouching on a high top of the eastern ridge. The purple wind kicked up, sweeping dust across the ground. Serein watched for movement through the dust clouds from the broken arch near the tents. Her hand didn’t stray far from her left dagger. After the prisoners had been hidden in the tunnels away from the camp, the Samaa’ and Sarddonian soldiers had been spread around the ridges and throughout the camp. On the other side of the encampment, crouched behind a tent, Uriah waited with three other men. Anticipation hung in the air, waiting to be shattered.

Hazy shapes appeared in the distance, and the faint vermillion sound of hooves pounding the earth rippled out like storm clouds. Ziyad whistled three times, lowering himself from his perch. The purple-red sound carried and was repeated through the encampment. He drew his bow and nocked an arrow. Serein pulled the left Twin from its sheath, counting the horses and riders coming into focus. A horn sounded with a loud auburn bellow.

“Don’t move until I give the signal,” Qawi, the Samaa’ next to Serein, said. The other four warriors nodded, Qawi’s dark amber words sprinkling like sand down his tan robes.

The ground rumbled as the wagons and horses drew closer, dust obscuring the air. The caravans will have to change directions quickly to avoid going into the ravine, Serein thought. If they circle around the ridge and flank from behind, they’ll be able to cut off the rebel’s escape.

As the rebels passed between the rocky ridges, a whooping orange shout sailed overhead. Arrows rained down on the soldiers and their mounts. Goldenrod screams of horses shattered on the sands as they were struck down, riders thrown from saddles. Chaos erupted, and the Sarddonian caravan split into two groups and broke away before they reached the tents. She spotted Jorham riding a chestnut horse, his blue-gray shouts bobbing on top of the waves of colored noise. Two squads of archers jumped out in front, firing at the rebels.

Qawi raised his hand, holding it steady as the enemy drew closer. The seconds counted down, resonating with Serein’s quick heartbeat. Blades glinting, Uriah’s group fanned out to cut off the right side of the camp. Her muscles coiled as she prepared to strike, blood rushing in her ears. Each second dripped against the tension, everyone waiting for the final drop that would make everything spill over.

“Now!” Qawi shouted, and they sprang from their hiding place.

“Ambush! Fall back! Fall back!”

The dark brown Sarlyrian warning was shredded by the shades of battle cries of the Samaa’ fighters emerging from their hiding places, and Uriah’s forest-green shout slicing through the noise. Serein drew the second Twin, pain forming in her temples from the onslaught of colored sounds. Horses reared and screamed as the rebels tried to maneuver away from the slashing weapons.

Serein rushed in, dancing in a whirlwind of steel. Amidst the churning of the battle, a figure with lithe movements cut through the chaos with a fluid fighting style too fast to be human. His features were angular and predatory, eyes slitted for a moment as opalescent threads wove around him. His fingers became claw-like as he tore through a soldier standing in his way, face twisting into a canine shape while dark fur grew into his tied back hair.

There are Immortals within their ranks. A Fae, Serein thought, ducking out of the way of an attack. They’ll be difficult to defeat, especially since they’re using magic.

One of the men bringing up the rear was a Vale, tall and pale in his armor and tunic. A curved sword blocked an oncoming attack from a Sarddonian soldier that pushed him back.

The orange clash of steel exploded across her eyes, surrounding her on all sides. Serein plunged her dagger into the chest of her opponent, and he fell to the ground. Blood flecked her sleeves, and she darted out of the way of a charging horse as it thundered toward her. The Fae pushed through the Sarddonian line, heading for the ravine. A dark-haired man pushed behind his pointed ears raced after the Fae, blood streaked across his bronze skin. Two short swords flashed in the sunlight.

Another one. An Elf. One was going to be difficult enough, but now there are three. Just how important is this rebel group?

“Adham, Habitzu!” Serein shouted to the two fighters closest to her. “There are Immortals here. There’s a Vale in the middle of the fight, a Fae and an Elf heading for the ravine. We have to stop them from getting to the prisoners.”

The two men broke away from the fight and flanked her.

“A Vale?” Adham, the Samaa’ with one eye, asked. His heavy yellow-orange breaths were kicked up by the hazy purple wind. “They still exist?”

“Immortals don’t die easily, it seems. They’re using magic. Be careful, keep your distance if you can. If you have any iron on you, use it against the Fae.”

They broke away from the fighting and followed the Immortals heading for the rocky incline into the ravine. Serein grabbed a throwing knife from her belt while Habitzu drew his bow. She let the blade fly as the arrow shot toward the Fae in a yellow-orange streak. Her blade hit the Elf in the shoulder. The Fae whirled around as the arrow sliced his cheek, another one aimed at his leg. A clawed hand snatched it out of the air and snapped the shaft in two, recoiling from the iron arrowhead. Edges of red hieroglyphic power tattoos ran along his throat and stretched down to the tops of his hands.

The Immortals halted, and the Elf yanked the knife from his shoulder. His pale blue eyes filled with cold light.

“Were we not providing you sufficient entertainment?” Serein asked in Sarlyrian, a smile sharpening on her lips.

Adham inched toward the incline to block their escape while Habitzu kept an arrow trained on the Fae. The blood running down the Elf’s arm stopped as the wound closed.

“You are the Murderous King’s assassin,” the Elf replied, the deep grass-green voice threading around Serein like cold wire. “Another Ravanassë traitor.”

“Word travels fast.” Ambidextrous, skilled with swords. His speed and agility are much greater than my own, and he can heal just like that Vale could. Not a full-blooded Elf since he has blue eyes—uncommon among his kind. I’ll have to disarm and knock him out to stand much of a chance.

Serein darted forward, tapping her dagger against one of his swords. The muscles in his shoulders tightened as he swung his right blade, the air hissing orange as it was cut. Serein met his strike, limbs jostling with the force as she maneuvered him away from the ravine’s edge while the two Samaa’ warriors attacked the Fae. She feinted right and struck out with her left hand. The hidden blade shot out toward the Elf’s face, but his metal bracer blocked the blade. He knocked her arm aside and swung his leg at her. She twisted around, jumping over his foot.

The fall from this height won’t be enough to kill him, but it might be enough to stop him. Broken bones will take time to heal. I just have to make sure I don’t tumble over the edge in the process.

The two curved swords whirled in a storm of steel. She danced backward, deflecting swings as they came near. Serein watched his hands, following the flurry of movements while keeping her defense up. He pushed her back with vicious strikes and left no openings for her to break through. One of the swords came at her side from the right while the other angled toward her chest. Serein parried and darted back in time to avoid an upward slash.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the Fae knock Adham to the ground, blood staining the Immortal’s tunic and trousers. The Samaa’ stabbed his opponent in the leg with a knife before rolling out of the way of the sword coming for his head. The Fae snarled, the wound sizzling around the iron blade.

One of the Elf’s curved blades sliced the fabric of Serein’s tunic across her shoulder. The left hidden blade slid out and Serein jabbed it into the side of the rebel’s arm. His mouth twisted into a sneer as she disengaged to avoid being pushed toward the edge of the ravine. Sweat ran down her back, pain building behind her eyes.

I have to end this soon. He’s not even breathing hard, and Adham and Habitzu can’t last against the Fae forever, Serein thought.

The vermillion thundering of hooves pounded the back of her skull, and the shift in the Elf’s eyes allowed Serein to roll out of the way from an attack from behind. A horse stomped across the ground, its rider swinging a sword at Serein before charging at Habitzu. The man made it out of the way, the rebel’s blade cutting across his arm. Habitzu got to his feet and shot at his attacker’s arm, striking beneath the plates of armor. The Fae tried to lunge for him before being blocked by a weak attack from Adham.

Serein jumped to her feet, raising her weapons to defend, but the Elf flicked his sword around and rammed the pommel against her face. Lights flashed across her vision as it connected with her right cheek. Serein staggered back, the heel of her boots hanging over the ledge and sending pebbles into the gorge. A warm trickle ran down her cheek. 

“If I break your jaw, will you still be able to smile?” the Immortal asked, the blade pointed at her.

Serein sucked in a sharp yellow breath, the pain throbbing through her skull. “Maybe if you hit my nose hard enough, you can straighten it,” she sneered.

The Immortal’s weapon came down, and Serein latched onto his forearm, stomping down on his left knee. His eyes widened as he buckled, her fist connecting with his jaw. Pain shot through her hand, but the Elf only shook his head, anger burning in the icy depths of his unfocused eyes.

As he went to slam her into the ground, Serein stuck one of the hidden blades into the exposed joints of his elbow. Steel scraped against bone and a grass-green scream dug into her eyes before the ground cracked against her skull with a dark blue burst.

I miscalculated.

A boot slammed down on her stomach and knocked the air from her. Despite her cuirass armor, his kick dented it. She let go of one of her daggers. Rocks dug into her back and pain stabbed into her ribs, the taste of iron hitting the back of her teeth. Behind him she saw Adham and Habitzu struggling, bleeding from deep wounds.

The Elf sheathed a sword, and his hand shot out to squeeze her neck. “Where is your smile now? It’s a lifetime too early for you to fight me,” the Elf hissed, his blood dripping onto Serein’s face. “Faeron has some interest in you, but you are not worth my time.”

Serein coughed, clawing at the fingers tightening around her throat. Faeron…The Vale I encountered? His wounds aren’t healing as fast. The magic must be wearing off. Stab him in the leg, only a few seconds to escape his grasp and try to knock him out.

“You do not know what your interference has cost us,” he told her. “For you to serve a monster like Sethos⁠—”

Serein’s knee connected with the Immortal’s chin, splitting open his lip. She tried to wrench herself free, but the Elf’s grip turned to steel as his nails dug into her skin. Each breath constricted her chest, trapped beneath a growing weight of fear. Rage darkened his face as he lifted Serein over the ledge, and she dangled above the gaping jaws of a rocky death. The emptiness made her stomach churn.

The edges of the world blurred, colors growing sharper. Behind the Elf, the battle continued to churn the dust. Horses and men lay dead. Death moved between everything as he scooped up souls. He turned and met her gaze, and ice crystalized in her veins as blackness ate away at her vision. The memory of Fang’s iron claws dug into her stomach, the phantom tightness pulsing in time with the pain.

No. Not yet. Serein tried to swallow and pry the fingers away. I’m not dying here!

Everything shifted, and objects faded into a haze. The threads she saw in her dreams hovered in the air, weaving through the world in different hues. Strings coursed through every person, each a different color. Ropes of silver-white raced beneath the ground like rivers. A pale green one flowed through the Elf, beating with his pulse. An opalescent chant thrummed in her ears as the old song of the earth called to her, growing stronger.

Take it, the black beast rumbled, shaking something loose from Serein’s chest.

Serein reached out and pulled on the nearest ones, energy seeping through her skin. Hot threads crawled through her muscles and wove up her fingers. The caustic tones Fang had sung didn’t compare to the cadence the earth hummed. It prodded the scar across her chest, a jolt of pain sparking at its touch before soothing warmth overtook it. She had heard its call since she was a child, able to see its sound, but was never able to grab it.

Now, she heard its call and answered it.

Her fingers grasped the silver-white tendrils, and the ground shook. Serein pulled on the threads harder as slivers of air barely squeezed into her lungs. Cracks slithered through the rock, dark fissures snaking toward the camp.

The Elf froze and stumbled back. “What are you doing?” he gasped, eyes widening. “Stop⁠—!”

She yanked back, and the rocks gave a silver-white crack. The Elf released her, and she hit the ground, clinging to the crumbing ledge as half of her body went over the edge. Air rushed in again, and she coughed. Panic made her vision swim, and the ropes slipped from her grasp. Amethyst spools coursed around the Elf’s free hand, sparkling with magic. It snaked toward Serein’s mouth and the air thinned in her chest.

Take it. Tear it all down.

With a shout, she clutched the magic. The earth groaned and shattered beneath her. Over the thundering of falling rocks, she heard the Elf’s cry and distant shouting. White ringing clogged Serein’s ears as her fingers clawed at broken stones.

Not this way, my Sun and Stars, she thought as the ground fell away beneath her, the landslide plunging her into the maw of the Gorge.
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“This is a fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into, volchitsa.” Xansas’ white voice echoed in Serein’s head, drumming against her kull. “You were careless, thinking you could take on an Immortal.”

Serein waded through the heavy darkness. She tore through the pale mist, head throbbing. She tried to press forward but couldn’t pull herself free from the miasma. Sounds dripped down and left opaque purple splashes around her. Each inhale filled her lungs with gritty air that scraped her insides.

Orange and blue laughter echoed in her ears, and she turned away from the blackness. “My Sun and Stars…I’m sorry. I’ll find you.” The pale yellow thoughts rolled around in her head like clattering stones.

“Perhaps I need to train you more, Serein.” Xansas’s voice grew louder in her ears, his laugh cutting deep into her ribs.
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“…erein! Serein!” Green spread across the darkness in spidering cracks.

Serein’s eyes flew open, other names floating over the black spots burning across her vision. The sun melted across the sky, leaving behind striae of pink and orange. The taste of grit, dirt, and blood coated her mouth.

Groaning, she tried to move her head, and sharp throbbing raced through her neck and face. Rocks dug into her from every side, jabbing the crushing pain wrapped around her limbs. She tried to piece the fragments of the hand around her neck and the roar of breaking earth into something clear. The echoes of an opalescent song flickered behind her eyelids.

I’m alive. Seems the Lights aren’t done with me yet. Nothing’s broken, but my head hurts. Concussion? she thought, pulling an arm free from the rubble she was buried beneath. A pained yell caught between her teeth.

“Serein, can you hear me?”

The shout hit Serein’s aching skull, and she closed her eyes against the green smear. Rocks came loose as she started to claw herself free, nails breaking against the rocks. Her ears buzzed with the shrill white ringing. She sank back into the rubble, eyes closing as unconsciousness called to her.

I have to stay awake…

“Over here!” Another voice shattered the blackness with lilac-colored sparks.

More rocks were moved away, lifting the weight crushing her. Fading sunlight broke through as she opened her gritty eyes again, but the black spots clustering around the edges of her vision gathered again. Her left eye was swollen shut.

“Serein?!” Uriah’s voice broke through as two other faces appeared. “Can you hear me?”

Serein blinked her good eye against the hazy light, and Uriah’s face came into focus. His red hair hung loose, freed from its ponytail. Hands grabbed Serein’s arms, hauling her out. Her muscles cried out in protest, a sharp breath hissing through her teeth as she groaned. A dull pain jabbed her right side.

“Don’t pull my arms off,” she coughed, the heavy words sticking to her parched and aching throat like barbs. Her jaw popped as she spoke, and the memory of the Elf’s fist striking her broke through the swampy thoughts.

Her legs came free, and fabric tore. Uriah carried her down the rock pile, his arm supporting her head. The smell of sweat and dust rolled off him, blood staining his armor and sleeves. Men rushed by, moving across the debris under the rose streaks of the sunset. Her neck muscles strained as she tried to glance up to see how far she had fallen. The yawning ravine below made Serein’s head swim, nausea bubbling up.

She glanced at her torn-up arms. “What happened?” she mumbled once Uriah reached the top of the plateau.

“I don’t know,” Uriah said, face smeared with dust and sweat. “The side of the ravine suddenly fell away in some sort of earthquake. The tide turned after that, and we captured the rebels. We’ve spent the last few hours searching for you and others who got caught in the landslide. We’re missing three others. Habitzu was found dead. Adham is injured after his fight with the Fae and getting caught in the landslide.”

An earthquake…Fifteen-foot drop. Buried under the falling rubble. It wasn’t a dream, Serein thought, swallowing a twinge of sadness. Her eyes drifted to the ledge where she had stood, finding a jagged bite taken out of the ocher ground. May the earth take him quickly and give him his earned rest.

“Do you remember anything that happened?”

Serein went to touch her neck, the memory of the Elf’s fingers wrapped around her throat pressing down each time she swallowed. Her hands were caked in dust and blood, fingers twitching. The colored threads appeared behind her eyelids when she blinked, but the song was a far-off echo. Broken pieces of the empty expanse beneath her feet, the walls of the ravine rushing by, screaming, and the ground crumbling away all tumbled into darkness.

“The Elf. Did you capture him and the Fae? Or the Vale?” she asked through the pain before dissolving into coughing. What was that I saw? Magic…but whose?

“There was an Elf?” Uriah’s brow knitted together. “We caught the Fae, but the Vale got away. We didn’t see an Elf or any other Immortals.”

Serein glanced beneath her heavy lids at the tents passing by. Bodies were being gathered, blood and gore splattered across the torn-up ground. Bound prisoners were guarded by Sarddonians. Samaa’ gathered enemy weapons and armor in piles, large fires going while a few skinned and dressed the dead horses. Shadows grew as the sun continued its retreat beyond the ridge.

Uriah stepped inside one of the tents where a tawny-skinned Samaa’ healer attended to four other wounded soldiers. The woman looked up, gesturing to the empty cot. Serein groaned as Uriah set her down, every ache and cut flaring at the movement. The pain in her side grew sharper.

Serein’s fingers fumbled with the straps as she tried to undo the hidden blade vambraces. “My daggers…” she mumbled as her arms fell limply at her sides.

A damp rag pressed against her face, wiping across the tender wounds and blood-encrusted gashes. The Samaa’ healer touched Serein’s joints and pressed on her ribs. The pain almost made her pass out. Her bones felt like they were barely held together with wet paper.

“There are no broken bones or signs of internal bleeding from what I can see,” the woman said softly, checking Serein’s eyes. Her husky goldenrod-colored voice moved in the shadows of the lantern light. “No visible head trauma either. Is your vision blurry?”

“No,” Serein rasped. “Things just keep spinning.”

“Is there pain at the base of your skull or anywhere along your head?”

“I was hit across the head. Almost strangled. My head hurts. Probably a concussion. Ironic, isn’t it, Captain Stormheir?”

Uriah bent down and began undoing the straps of her vambraces. Her gaze snapped to him, and she winced. He paused for a second before he slipped the left one free.

“What are you doing?” she rasped.

“Helping.” Uriah’s green eyes were soft as he stood over her, removing the other vambrace.

Why is he looking at me like that? Was he worried about me? She stared up at the supports keeping the tent up.

“There’s swelling to the side of your face and near your jaw. Bruising along your neck and arms. While nothing’s broken, you have numerous contusions, and your ribs are bruised. I’ll give you something for the pain and stitch up these gashes,” the Samaa’ woman said and uncorked a vial of brown-gray liquid, bringing it to Serein’s lips. “This will help with the pain.”

The bitter medicine trailed down Serein’s throat. A waterskin touched her mouth, and the cool liquid washed away the gritty mixture. The healer pulled away Serein’s robes and stopped, the inked lines of her tattoos creasing across her forehead. Fingers prodded her side and touched the tightness just above her right hip. A quiet green Wendish curse made Serein look down. The Samaa’ woman’s hands grasped a sliver of rock and pulled it from Serein’s side.

So, that’s what that pain was. Blood flowed from the wound and a knot of pain burrowed beneath her skin. Guess I’ll have another scar there.

“I’ll need to stitch this up, too. I won’t know the full extent of your injuries until I check you over,” the healer said as she grabbed a bowl of pungent-smelling liquid and a dish of needles and bandages.

Uriah looked away, crossing his arms as the woman hung up a cloth screen between Serein and the other injured soldiers. “Let me know if you need anything,” he said.

“If you can send Shafiq in when he’s done tending to the others,” the healer told him.

Their voices grew distant as Serein closed her eyes to escape from the pounding in her skull. The sharp edges of consciousness softened as she curled up into her mind. Something slipped out of her front pocket before she could grab it.

In the last moments of alertness, she heard the white voice hiss in her ears, Failure won’t be tolerated, volchitsa.

[image: ]


Uriah winced as another rock cut his finger. He dug through the rubble along with five other soldiers. Another body had been recovered, but two of his men—Afif and Hosni—were still missing. The light from the torches continued to burn against the cold night. The half-closed moon covered the camp in watery silver light, unable to cover the aftermath of the battle.

“Captain, you should get some rest,” Zaheed said, hauling rubble over the side of the ravine. “We can continue the search.”

Aches ran through his back and arms as he straightened, wiping sweaty dirt from his face. “I’m fine. I don’t want to leave any man behind,” Uriah told him.

“You should celebrate this victory.”

“We lost twenty people, and the earthquake almost brought down the tunnels where the prisoners and our injured were,” Uriah mumbled, scanning the ledge. Further down the ruined slope, a few Samaa’ sifted through the wreckage, calling out the names of the missing men. What could have caused this? Were the Immortals using magic? Serein was so close to going into the ravine like Habitzu…

He blocked the image before it floated up, already wrestling to put away the memory of Serein lying bloodied and unconscious in the arena. Finding her beneath the rubble put a tightness in his chest he couldn’t dislodge. The twisted knot of emotions got more tangled when the small stone knife he’d given Serein slipped out of her clothes when she passed out. Seeing it on the ground, the sheath warm in his hand, made his pulse race and stirred up a burbling warmth he hadn’t felt since Safiya.

It doesn’t mean anything. She probably had it on her just in case…But she’s always practical, so why keep it on her for a mission?

Torchlight glinted off something beneath a pile of stones. Uriah heaved the chunks of boulders aside and found a pair of striated daggers. Dried blood coated the blades, dirt and grime marring the dark lacquered hilts decorated with silver moons. A sigh deflated his chest as he picked the weapons up and inspected them for damage. Another curved blade made from the same Sarlyrian steel was buried a few feet from Serein’s daggers.

“What did you find, Captain?” Zaheed asked and wandered over. Dirt stained the cuffs of his tunic and the side of his face.

“Serein’s daggers. And a Sarlyrian steel sword,” he said, looping the weapons through his belt.

The soldier let out a low whistle as he studied the blades, brushing his dark hair back off his face. “Those are some fine weapons.”

Uriah swallowed. “They aren’t mine to take. I’m just returning them,” he said. “But I’ll do that once we find Afif and Hosni.”

“And if we don’t find them tonight, we’ll keep looking tomorrow,” Zaheed told him.

“We won’t stop until we find them.”

Uriah glanced at the sky. The expanse was littered with stars like they’d been spilled from a basket of diamonds. The soreness in his neck trickled down his spine, tightening the segments. Even though his body longed for his bedroll, his mind shuddered at the dreams the memory of the battle would bring.
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Consciousness came with diluted light, cold wind brushing Serein’s cheek as it came in through the tent flap. Serein opened her right eye, the other still swollen shut and bandaged with a poultice. Her body was a collection of stiff limbs, and a mottling of dark bruises covered her skin, crisscrossed with crusted cuts. Stringent-smelling ointments and frankincense stung the inside of her nose. The sounds of shifting blankets rustled with magenta whispers behind the cloth curtain the healer had hung up to separate her from the other injured men.

Her mind bobbed above the pain, the foggy disorientation sticking to her thoughts. I feel like an old woman, she thought, shivering under the fresh tunic and the thick blanket covering her. Nothing’s broken, but these bruises sure hurt like hell. Guess near-death experiences are the only things that give me a decent night’s rest.

Arm shaking and every joint protesting the movement, she traced the puffy terrain of her cheeks, following the tender lines along her eye and temple. Her neck refused to move as her head rested like a stone against the rolled-up clothes beneath it. Her jaw popped as she stifled a painful yawn, lips chapped and throat dry. She groaned and tried stretching out her limbs to roll onto her side, working through the pain with agonizing slowness.

Serein’s gaze landed on her daggers and vambraces lying on a wooden stool near her cot. Not a trace of dust remained on the hilts as they sat on a pair of folded clothes and her armor. Tucked beside them was the small stone dagger.

He found and cleaned them. Did he find my daggers while searching for survivors, or was he intentionally looking for them? He was also the one who found me in the rubble…

The sight of the weapons brought back the feeling of Uriah undoing the vambraces with quick and gentle fingers. She could still hear the sound of his breathing close to her as he’d carried her from the rubble. Something tickled the inside of her chest, leaving her with another uncomfortable sensation beneath the aches. It tried to crawl into the cracks across her heart. Part of her wanted to trust it, but black and white whispers stirred up fear and doubt that kept the feeling from getting too close.

Serein looked at her twitching hand. Silver-white threads flickered across her fingers, a fading echo with no opalescent call. The pale scar across her palm stared back at her as the image faded.

Magic…I could hear it, touch it. The Elf was using magic to take away my breath, but the other wasn’t the color of air. It was earth, like my mother’s magic. Do I have the same abilities now? But why now, after all this time?

Her mother’s magic had always followed the same silver-white baritone song wherever she created furrows in the fields or repaired the cracks in the house. The hue changed intensity depending how much she used, but it never varied in color like Serein had seen at the ravine.

Unable to keep her hand raised, Serein let it drop back to her side. The questions pounded against her skull, making the headache worse. She rolled onto her back again, teeth gritted. Each swallow stuck in her throat. Conversations happening beyond the tent painted the canvas with color, every word hammering into her skull like vibrant nails. A dull hunger scraped at her insides, thirst cracking her throat. The dry air made her cough, dust still rattling around in her lungs.

Gray footsteps brushed against the tent, a large shadow stopping outside. “Stop hovering outside, Captain Stormheir,” Serein rasped, wincing as the rusty words left her throat raw.

Uriah stooped as he entered, carrying a steaming bowl, a loaf of bread, a few figs, and a waterskin. She squinted at the bright light hitting her eye. Dark cuts marked his knuckles and palms. The thick beard was trimmed, his hair brushed back. Exhaustion shadowed the ridges of his face.

She tried to turn her head, hearing pops crackling along her neck. “What brings you here?” He must have been digging for a while to get so many cuts on his hands. Doesn’t look like he got much sleep either.

“…I thought you might be hungry,” he said, the forest-green words quiet.

“Almost dying has made me work up an appetite.”

“How’s your head? The healer said you have a mild concussion.”

“My head is the least painful part of my body. It hurts more to talk.”

Serein clutched the sides of the cot as she struggled to sit up. Uriah set the waterskin and food down on a nearby stool, gripping her arm to help her. Her skin prickled, but the pain from the bruises he touched made her wince. Her spine cracked as she straightened, skin stretched too tightly over her frame.

“Sorry,” he muttered, his gaze lingering on her throat and the bruises she knew were there.

Uriah handed her a bowl of stew and the waterskin. The water cooled her parched throat, every swallow painful, but she pushed through it. She took the stew and tore off a piece of bread. Lentils and root vegetables floated in the salty broth. Uriah lingered a few feet away, his shadow falling over her. She caught the quick glance he threw at the small knife.

“What now?” Serein asked without looking up from the soup.

“What do you mean?” Uriah replied.

Serein nibbled on the chunk of bread, jaw popping. “The battle’s been won, you have rebel prisoners, an alliance has been formed with the Samaa’ clans, and we’ve captured an Immortal. What’s left to do?”

Uriah shifted. “Jorham’s group will remain here to make sure this location doesn’t fall back into rebel hands. The rest of us will ride back by the end of the week with the prisoners and our dead. In two days, the Samaa’ are throwing us a feast in their village to celebrate our victory and the new year.”

“That sounds like a lot of walking, but since there will be food, I suppose I could force myself to make it.” It’s Esta already? Almost one year since being freed from Grasdan. Two more years until I’m truly free…

“Do you think you’ll be able to make the journey back?”

“I’ve dealt with worse.”

“Your face certainly looks worse than it did when Kamau beat you.”

A chuckle bubbled up, causing new pain to grip her ribs. Serein’s good eye darted to him. “Maybe I did hit my head harder than I thought, because for a moment that sounded like humor.”

His frown deepened. “I still don’t know how you can joke about it.”

“You’re right, I shouldn’t be joking because it hurts to laugh right now. Wouldn’t want to burst the stitches on my side.”

“With the fall you took, it’s amazing you weren’t severely injured. Or dead. If you hadn’t stopped where you did, you’d have plunged into the Gorge and died.”

Serein drained the last of the soup, mopping up the dregs with the bread. “I’ve been known to be very hard to kill.”

“What possessed you to go after Immortals with so few men?”

“They were heading for the prisoners,” Serein told him. “I injured the Elf and the Fae was captured, so the risk paid off.”

“And yet you were outmatched, and the other Immortals did get away, wounding you in the process and killing some of our soldiers. And then the landslide…I know why you took the risk, but it just…feels like you’re being a bit too reckless.”

Sloppy, Xansas whispered in her ear. You’re letting your fear make you desperate. And you know what happens to desperate people, volchitsa. They get killed.

Serein swallowed the rising bile. Her nails dug into the fig’s soft skin, splitting it in half to reveal the red insides. Every pain echoed Xansas’ words and knotted together around her stomach scars.

“Thank you. For finding my daggers,” she said, holding his gaze as she blocked out Xansas’ voice. “And cleaning them.” Regardless of feelings, I owe him for finding my weapons.

“You’re welcome.” Uriah scratched the scar across his nose. “There was also a curved sword made of Sarlyrian steel.”

The Elf’s weapons flashed in the back of her mind. “That’s not mine. It belonged to the Elf. Seems you’ve gotten yourself a new sword,” Serein replied, eating half of the fig. The small seeds crunched between her teeth. He’s missing one of his weapons, so maybe he got caught in the landslide, too, but it wouldn’t be that easy to take down an Immortal. If that Elf is working with the Vale in Oyon, I’m sure the next time I run into them, they won’t be so amiable.

“I don’t feel right keeping it. I’ll probably gift it to the Samaa’ chief.”

“A fine gift,” she said. “Did you go looking for my weapons first, or did you happen to find them while looking for survivors?”

His brow furrowed and his right index finger twitched as he crossed his arms. “I was looking for the missing when I found your weapons.”

“Then you cleaned them. Why?”

The answer bobbed beneath a murky surface, and she strained for it to become clear.

“They were dirty, and your daggers are important to you. I know you don’t like to be left weaponless, although you yourself said you’re never truly without a weapon with how sharp your tongue is.”

That day on the Gold Road a year ago felt so distant, his scowl ready to cut her and the pain in her head a reminder that he wouldn’t have hesitated to kill her.

“Do you treat all your men this way, or am I special?” That was one of the first conversations we had where he hadn’t actually pointed a sword at me. And he remembers it.

“Why are you asking these questions?” he shot, irritation bristling in his tone. “Would you have preferred I left you under the rubble?”

“I just want to know if you carry all your soldiers in your arms. You seem to be doing more things for me compared to everyone else.”

Uriah’s familiar scowl returned, and he seemed to age years in the span of a few seconds. “You’re under my command, so you’re my responsibility.” The green words hardened. “I know you can handle yourself, but you were injured and unable to protect yourself. Is it bad that I don’t want to see you hurt or that I don’t get pleasure seeing you unconscious under a pile of rocks? Why are we having this conversation?”

She took another sip of water as his last question snapped through the air. The iron grip around Serein’s back tightened, and she tried to move into a more comfortable sitting position. She felt each ligament coming undone and a spasm ran through her left arm, causing the bowl to slip from her fingers. Uriah rushed forward to catch the bowl right as she caught it. His fingers brushed against her hand, green eyes staring at her as his face hovered inches away. Serein pulled back and winced at the sudden movement. Red crept into Uriah’s cheeks as he straightened and stepped away.

“I-I’ll let you get some rest,” Uriah stammered, clearing his throat. He turned and hurried out of the tent, leaving behind wavering green hanging in the air.

Serein eased back down onto the cot, hands tight around the waterskin. I understand Rameses and Rasima’s interest in me, but not Uriah’s, she thought, closing her eyes as the headache beat in time with her pulse. Is he actually developing feelings for me? Falling off a cliff might be easier than dealing with whatever this is between us.
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The smell of cumin and pepper wrapped around the girl as she carried a bowl of potato pieces to the stove. A large earthen pot sat over the flames, filled with bubbling broth. Fragrant steam curled around her face as she perched on the top of the stool, dumping in the vegetables with the chunks of chicken, herbs, cornmeal, and carrots. Other voices from the girl’s cousins and their avia moving around the room. The fire from the stove kept out the chill of winter wind blowing against the house. Her mother’s turquoise humming circled through the kitchen while she sliced up orange pumpkins.

“Make sure to stir the pot so the chicken doesn’t burn, nieta,” her avia said, the crinkly wine-colored words brushing against the yellow and orange flowers painted along the faded pink walls.

“It’ll be fine, Mama,” her mother said, bright blue eyes drifting to her daughter. “Serein’s learning how to make it on her own.”

The older woman stood, grabbing her gnarled walking stick before hobbling out of the room. Her white hair hung off her shoulders like a frozen waterfall. “It won’t be like mine.”

The girl sprinkled parsley into the stew. Her reflection swirled in the broth as she stirred. Ruby clatters of dishes rippled on the counter next to her, and she looked up into her mother’s smiling face. Dark brown braids were pinned back on her head, forehead glistening with sweat from the heat trapped in the kitchen.

“Am I not making it right?” the girl asked.

Her mother ladled a spoonful of soup to her mouth, eyes closing for a moment. “A touch more salt and let the ingredients simmer so the flavor deepens. Other than that, it’s perfect, carissima,” she said, handing the spoon back to the girl. “This recipe belonged to your avia’s grandmother. But—” the woman leaned in closer and lowered her voice “—I’ll tell you a secret. There is no one right way to make cazuela.”

“But Avia said I’m not making it like hers,” the girl said.

“And I don’t always make it like hers either. I add more peppers and cornmeal to mine instead of whole pieces of corn. She doesn’t like hers as spicy as we like ours. You can make yours however you want, and it’ll still be perfect. The spices are the important thing. Everything else that’s added in is up to you.” 

Her mother handed her the bowl of pumpkin chunks to add into the large pot. The broth bubbled as the squash mixed with the other ingredients. The girl reached for the dried sprigs of oregano hanging in the window and crushed the leaves over the soup. Blue footfalls slapped the floor behind her.

“Don’t run with the dishes, Iñigo!” her aunt shouted from the other room. The fiery yellow warning came too late as a dark purple-blue cry rang out.

The girl turned as her cousin tripped, the dishes flying through the air. Her mother shifted, and opalescent cords of magic flowed around her. Raising a hand, she stopped the dishes before they hit the ground, bowls and plates frozen in place. The boy was caught by a rush of soft earth that morphed from the ceramic tiles underfoot. The woman’s magic sang in a silver-white tune with the earth as she guided the dishes onto the counter and set the boy back on his feet. Her mother returned the softened clay back to tiles, the hum of magic fading from the air.

“I told you not to run!” the boy’s mother yelled.

The girl’s cousin flinched and lowered his head, shaggy dark hair falling over his bright brown eyes. In the stove, the fire grew suddenly for a moment, throwing sparks into the air as it gave off purple-blue pops.

“Sorry, Mama!” the boy said. “I wasn’t running that fast.”

“Not the point. Go help Zaballa get more snow to melt,” his mother snapped, waving him to the door. The boy groaned and trudged past her.

The girl stared at the flames under the soup pot. Disappointment and envy welled up as the magic quieted. No matter what songs she sang or how long she tried to call it, the shimmering opalescent power never answered her. Tears stung her eyes, and she bit the inside of her cheek.

“What’s wrong, Serein?” her mother asked.

“Will I get my magic soon? I’m going to be seven. I’ll be old enough, right?” the girl replied. “You, Zaballa, Iñigo, and Uncle Aresti have magic. And Papa. Why don’t I?”

Warm fingers trailed through her hair. “I don’t know, carissima. Not every Ravanassë gets magic, but it doesn’t make you any less of a Ravanassë.”

The girl glanced out the window as snow fell over the village. White mixed with the crimson and yellow leaves.

“Will Papa be back for my name day?” the girl asked.

Her mother smiled and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “He sent word that he’ll be arriving soon. He won’t miss this. You’ll have to be patient. It takes a long time to get here from the Silver Shores.”
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Glowing red veins cracked through the blackened logs in the fire. Serein reemerged from her thoughts to the conversations circling around her. Ziyad nudged her, and her good eye snapped to him as he sat next to her. Eight other men and women sat around them, eating and drinking. Serein straightened, her bruised limbs aching from sitting too long. She finished the a piece of khobz smeared with spicy smen.

“I asked if you wanted any arak,” he said, the purple-red words melting from the alcohol clinging to his breath. A dark cut was healing along his forehead, and the last two fingers on his right hand were bound together with a bandage.

“I’m fine. I wouldn’t mind some more of the couscous and stuffed quail if you’re getting up,” she told him, holding up her empty bowl.

He took her dish and stood. “Are you alright? You keep staring off.”

“Too much food and drink. I didn’t know wraiths could get tired,” Adham told him, downing the contents of his cup and wiping droplets from his scraggly beard.

The Samaa’s right arm hung in a sling to support his broken wrist. Yellow-orange breaths whistled through his swollen nose. Despite his grin, the shadow of sadness lingered in his hazel eyes.

“I hear that’s what these Sarddonians call you. They say you don’t seem to die,” Adhan went on.

She shifted on the cushion, the heat of the fire warming her face. She watched as Ziyad walked over to where the food was laid out. “It does seem that way.”

Adham rubbed his bound wrist. “You must have some luck in your bones to have survived for so long. The Sun Sister and the Moon Mother had their eyes turned on you. Glad they also saw me.”

It’s only a matter of time before that luck runs out, Serein thought as she licked herbed butter from her lips.

Around them, Samaa’ and Sarddonians ate together, huddled around the cooking fires. The center of the village was carved into the pockets of the canyon. Houses were built into the stone with connecting walkways and rope bridges. Red, white, and yellow geometric designs and murals of animals were painted on the walls, while some depicted stories and landscapes. Shadows undulated across the hard-packed ground from campfires beneath the towering ghaf tree with braided chords and bells hanging from its branches.

Past the knotted trunk, Uriah sat with the Samaa’ chief, his family, Faiza, and a few other Sarddonians. People tore off chunks of meat from the whole roasted camel on a massive tray with golden couscous, figs, eggs, tomatoes, and eggplants. Children spun and danced around the adults while music played, the metal disks woven into their cloths and headdresses catching the firelight. Sounds burst against the striated walls like clouds of colored powder, carrying into the night sky.

Through the emerald pounding of drums and the marigold trills of stringed instruments, the low opaque purple rumble of a waterfall filled the background. Despite the shadow of the battle still fresh, the excitement of the feast thrummed through the air.

Serein looked at the wide branches of the tree, peach chimes raining down each time the wind swept through. Faiza said that the Samaa’ view death as a celebration—an honor to rejoin the earth in body and the sky in their souls. All the cords in the tree are people they’ve lost, each bell bearing a name.

Ziyad returned with a full plate of food, talking to Adham, and another soldier named Naji walking beside him. The other short-haired man stopped for a moment, green eyes widening as he stared at Serein. A quiet red-brown curse slipped out and fell into his cup.

“Admiring my face?” Serein asked, taking her plate from Ziyad.

“A-apologies, muharib,” Naji mumbled, eyes lowering.

“I don’t need formalities. I bleed like the rest of you,” she said, eye going to the dark brown haya bracelet around his tan wrist. Thirty-two. Right-handed. Married. One son⁠—

His wrist swung too quickly as he and Ziyad sat down around the fire. The edges of her vision spun, sharp pain digging behind her eye socket. The people moving around made the spinning worse. Serein looked away and rubbed her temples until the dizziness subsided.

“I heard rumors that one of the Malik’s muharib was on this mission, but I assumed it’d be the Golden General,” Naji told her, tugging on the gold ring hanging from his left earlobe.

“He wouldn’t have handled falling off a cliff as well as I did,” Serein said.

“Don’t know how anyone can handle that well,” Ziyad replied.

Naji ran his fingers through his brown hair, cheeks flushed with alcohol. “Hosni and Afif also seem to be doing well. Besides the broken bones. Saints were watching over them.”

“You still look like you should have slept another day or two,” Adham told Serein, his gaze following a woman with dark blue tattoos along her high cheekbones.

“And miss this great feast?” Serein groaned as she got up, hip bones scraping in their sockets. “The bruises will heal, but good food isn’t worth missing.”

Adham’s yellow-orange laughter popped in the air behind Serein. She wove through the soldiers and villagers, past the dancers and the ghaf tree. The collection of voices shattered against the smooth walls, sending fragments of conversations into the carved-out entrances of the houses. Rocs and falaks were painted on large areas between the homes beneath moons and suns. Camels and oryx crossed open deserts rimmed with spindly leaves.

Serein clung to the quieter shadows and drew closer to the opaque purple crashing of water. In another cavern, a waterfall spilled from the gaping hole at the top and filled the pool at the bottom. Streams branched off and disappeared into the depths of the canyon. Milky moonlight glossed the surface of the small lake. 

She sat at the edge of the water, kicking off her shoes and plunging her feet into the cold depths. Balancing her plate on her knee, she scooped up couscous and meat with a piece of bread. The rhythmic cascading waters washed away the other sounds hitting her eyes.

Underneath the icy worry solidifying in her veins, a warm flicker of excitement burgeoned in her chest. Why now of all times can I use magic? It shouldn’t be possible, but maybe magic really is returning, and Sethos knows it. It’s too risky to try and call it again, even if I knew how.

As Serein chewed the salted meat, she reached out for the water. The rippling purple shimmered like constantly shifting scales on a serpent. Despite the swirling colors, Serein couldn’t see any threads. No opalescent song shimmered along the falling water. The sensation of magic felt distant and dreamlike, a slippery memory she couldn’t grab. Inky black words rumbled, sending a dull ache through her chest.

There was another voice…A hallucination or something else? If it isn’t mine or something I imagined, who does it belong to? She rubbed the sore spot along her sternum, feeling the lumpy scar beneath the fabric of her robe. Nestled inside the inner pocket was the stone knife. Maybe I’m losing my mind.

Something moved out of the corner of her eye, and Serein lifted her head to see Uriah’s bulky frame silhouetted in the entrance to the cavern. Fire and shadow shifted behind him. He didn’t move, face hidden. She stopped and straightened, arm resting in her lap. Uriah turned away and went back to the center of the village.

So much unravelling. Too many exposed areas. I have to start tying up these loose ends. Otherwise I’m not going to survive wherever this dark path leads.
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Oyon’s ocher walls materialized through the hazy horizon. Cold wind swept down the fields of farmland and orchards, chilling Serein’s cheeks with biting amethyst teeth. The salty tang on the air hit her nose as the group rode toward the city gates. Two wagons rumbled behind them, carrying prisoners and the bodies of fallen soldiers. In the distance, the ocean shimmered beneath the cloudy late-afternoon sunlight.

Each step of the camel sent dull aches through her body. Her soreness had eased a bit after weeks of traveling, the bruises dark yellow and brown patches against her skin and around her right eye.

I never thought I’d be happy to be back in Oyon again, but I need a hot bath and a bed that isn’t the ground, Serein thought. Not looking forward to climbing the stairs while I’m still this sore.

Uriah led the group along the main road through the wide blue, white, and orange arch. Merchants filled the streets, stalls bustling with buyers. Sheep and goats were herded along while camels and horses carried baskets and crates. The aroma of buttery bread mixed with the smells of fatty spiced meats and cooking fish. Compared to the muted sounds of the desert, the bleating of animals and cascading chatter rushing by crashed against Serein’s eyes.

She blinked, focusing on the white palace with its three golden domes sitting at the top of the city. Oyon is loud as usual. Makes me almost miss the desert.

They entered Alqamar Palace’s gates under the watchful eyes of the rampart guards. The stone walls closed in around Serein, bringing back the feeling of being caged. No matter how many times she passed through the gate, the feeling never abated. Only when the shadows passed overhead could she breathe easier. Sunlight danced off the reflecting pools on either side of the causeway as swallows skimmed the surface.

The group headed for the barracks and the stables, soldiers and guards on the palace grounds watching them riding by. In the distance, the metallic orange clang of swords rang out from the sparring circle near the armory.

Serein gripped the saddle horse as she pulled Spit to a stop. The soldiers dismounted as they stopped outside the stables. Legs stiff, Serein slid out of the saddle as the camel lowered himself to the ground. Even standing still, she felt the swaying motion of its gait moving through her. Spit grunted and blinked his bulbous eyes.

Uriah greeted several palace guards and soldiers that came over to the group, pointing to the wagons. Firoz, dressed in his red, gray, and yellow uniform, walked up and clasped Uriah on the arm. The sandy blond-haired lieutenant’s hands moved quickly as he signed his relief to see them back.

“Get the prisoners from the wagon down to the cells. There’s a Fae among them, so be careful,” Uriah told Firoz, the other man’s hazel eyes widening at his forest-green words. “The wounded need to be taken to the infirmary and the dead taken to the Hall of Silence.”

Wrinkles creased the edges of Firoz’s light brown skin as he gave a solemn look. Stablehands came out and began unsaddling the camels while soldiers hauled the prisoners from one of the wagons. Uriah pulled out a bundle of letters from his saddlebag, holding them out to Firoz.

“Captain Jorham wrote these letters that need to get to the families of the fallen. Please make sure these get sent out tonight.” Firoz nodded as he took the letters.

Serein slung her gear over her shoulder, watching the Fae warrior scowl at the soldiers, sharp teeth bared. His iron manacles jangled speckled green, and he flinched as the metal burned his skin. The Fae’s eyes narrowed at Serein with a glare venomous enough to melt steel. Behind him, Arno limped forward, dark bruises marring his face and his right hand bandaged, missing two fingers.

She turned away, heading for the palace. The cold breeze sweeping past the columns carried the smell of citrus trees that mingled with salty air.

I could have let them escape, but Sethos will question the Fae about anything regarding these tombs he’s searching for. As much as I hate to give the king what he wants, there will be more information to exploit and use against him in the future, Serein thought, adjusting her packs as the straps dug into her shoulders.

Peach chiming flooded her vision as she rounded a corner. Rameses stopped in the middle of the hallway, flanked by Ilderim and Nasir. A broad smile appeared on his face, and he jogged toward her.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes, Serein,” he told her, his gold words sparkling with excitement. Ilderim nodded to her. The smile wilted on Rameses’ face as he took in her bruised face, the coloration a mottled yellow after weeks of traveling. “Saints, what happened to you?”

“Had a minor disagreement with an Immortal and was nearly strangled before falling off a cliff,” Serein said, and his eyes widened.

He inhaled sharply. “You fell off a cliff?! How are you able to walk? Moreover, how are you even alive?”

She rolled her shoulders, the joints cracking. “Mostly luck it seems—” He pulled her into a hug before she could move away.

The smell of sandalwood and orange rolled off his blue qamis. The earrings jangled in front of her eyes. His tight arms pressed against the sore bruises, and she winced. Her skin prickled as she tried to push him back.

“Nala has been so forlorn without you. As has Rasi. She will be so excited to hear that you have returned. I wagered that you wouldn’t be back until Nésa, but I’m happy that I was wrong. Although I owe Ilderim some coin now. How does it look that he had more faith in you than I did?”

“If you squeeze any harder, you’re going to give me more bruises than I already have,” she grunted.

“Sorry.” Rameses released her and stepped back. “You really know how to get yourself hurt. And you went up against an Immortal? Did you win?”

“The ground conveniently decided to crumble away before the Elf could kill me,” Serein told him. And magic might have saved me. “I’ll tell you about the desert crossing later.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Do I finally get to hear one of your stories?” he asked. “I take it everything was a success?”

“The attacking rebel parties have been stopped for now,” Serein said, lowering her voice, “but the real objective remains to be discovered.”

The golden eyes stared at her, and he touched his ring. “So, it is connected?” He glanced around and whispered, “I discovered something about my father. Can I visit you tonight? After the sixth bell?”

Her mouth flattened. “I was planning to have a decent bath while I waited for the king to summon me to give my report.” Has Sethos been making moves since I’ve been gone? Rameses is more on edge than usual. Did something happen? “Remember where we are,” she added sharply.

Rameses opened his mouth, a quick golden inhale crumbling to silence. He peered out into the courtyard, a crease forming between his brows. “I haven’t seen Uriah yet. How is he?” he asked.

“Alive and sullen as ever,” she told him, gesturing back to the guard barracks.

Once Rameses spotted Uriah heading toward the palace, his expression brightened, and he ran to his friend. Uriah’s rugged face held a smile as Rameses pulled him into a hug.

“You look a little worse for wear since you left, sadiqi. Don’t tell me you’re getting too old for battles and secret missions?” Rameses chuckled, slapping Uriah on the back. “I haven’t seen your beard this thick since you last returned from the front.”

“We haven’t seen each other in months, and that’s what you comment on?” Uriah said, and they broke apart.

“Fine. Let me try again. Uriah, I’ve missed you so much. I’m excited that you have returned. How are you? How was your journey? We should grab a drink and celebrate your return.”

“The journey was fine despite a few setbacks,” Uriah replied. “I have to report to His Majesty first before I get settled.”

Rameses’ smile grew stiff, stretched too tightly across his face. “Is that all you have to say after not seeing each other in months? That the journey was fine? Surely something must have happened. You and Serein are keeping me in suspense.”

Uriah cast Serein a momentary look before glancing away.

“Yes, getting caught in a sandstorm and being attacked by a roc were just minor setbacks,” Serein said before turning away. “Other than that, it was just rolling dunes and hot sun.”

“Wait. Did you say a roc? Serein, you can’t just say that and leave,” Rameses called after her, but she kept walking.

The desolate sands roiled beneath the sun, rising and crashing in golden waves. Serein slogged over the dunes while amethyst wind blasted against her. In the distance, a dark green churning wall roared toward her. A pair of golden eyes opened through the sandstorm, a lavender screech slicing the air.

She turned to run, but her legs sank into the sands. The loose granules slipped from her fingers and offered no purchase as she tried to claw herself free. Through the haze, a dark figure emerged with two glinting curved blades. The Elf stared down at Serein, the air growing thin and sharp with every inhale.

“How did you do it?” he asked, the grass-green words razors across her skin. “You never had magic before, so why now?”

He swung a sword at her, and Serein rolled away, crawling on her stomach to escape. The sandstorm roared as it bore down on her. Massive gold and red wings broke free of the swirling cloud, beak and talons like polished onyx. The ground continued to pull Serein down, swallowing her legs.

The roc dove for her like a streak of falling fire.

“How did you do it?!” the Elf shouted behind her.

Beak opening, the roc’s feathers molted away to reveal crimson scales. The amber eyes turned to dark pits, a rumbling opaque blue roar building behind sharp fangs. A wyrm opened its jaws, hot breath blasting Serein.

Screaming, she grabbed the blue sound erupting from the beast and the churning purple wind. The world stilled, the threads clutched in her fingers. The wyrm thrashed in place, unable to move in the air. Lapis-blue and gold pocketed the green sandstorm. The desert dragged her deeper as a peacock-blue chuff nudged her hand and deep peach-colored tolls rang in the distance.

Serein jerked upright in the tepid water as it brushed her lips, sputtering. Nala licked Serein’s wrinkled fingers, which were gripping the edge of the bathing pool. Serein tapped the tiger’s nose, white fur clinging to her wet skin. The sky had darkened outside, dusky colors of evening seeping along the zellij tiles on the wall.

“I hope you would have tried to help me if I’d been drowning,” she muttered to the tiger, running her hand across her damp face. I must have been asleep for an hour or so…Sixth bell is ringing. Rameses is probably here now.

Serein rose from the pool, goosebumps running along her skin as she wrapped herself in a towel. A blue knock came through the door, and Rizwana poked her head into the bathing chamber.

“Sorry to disturb you, Miss, but his Highness is here and brought up dinner,” she said, her lapis voice getting caught in the gurgling opaque purple waters emptying from the pool.

Nala pushed past the maidservant, following the smells of fatty spiced meats. Rizwana stepped into the room with an orange gandora and leaf-patterned robe in her arms before closing the door behind her.

“Is everything alright?” Rizwana asked. “You were in here for a while.” Her hazel eyes went to the bruises on Serein’s face.

“I’m fine. Just dozed off for a bit,” Serein replied and took the gandora. The thick silk brushed her skin as she slipped into it.

“That’s a bit dangerous, Miss. You could have slipped into the water and drowned.”

“That would have been a sad end to the Grinning Assassin.” It’d be ironic to have survived the arena and falling off a cliff only to drown in a tub.

Toweling her wet hair, Serein headed for her living chamber. Rameses looked up from the table laden with food, setting down his glass of wine. He had changed into a white qamis with gold cuffs. Nala lay on the floor beside him, head resting on the table inches from chunks of braised lamb.

“Looks like I interrupted a good bath,” he said. The light of the hanging lantern illuminated his toothy grin and golden words.

“It’s been almost two months since I’ve had a decent one,” Serein replied, sitting on a cushion. Her aching hips sank into the pillow. Rizwana poured tea into her cup, bits of mint leaves swirling beneath the foam on the surface. “I think I’ve finally gotten rid of all the sand.”

“I assume you didn’t have a decent meal in that time either.”

She inhaled the clouds of spices wafting off the plates of bread, couscous, the chicken and apricot tagine, and the bowl of red lentil soup. “The Samaa’ made sure we were fed well after our victory against the rebels.”

Rameses leaned forward to ladle soup into a white and blue bowl. “Now, tell me about this roc you saw.”

Serein tore into the msemen bread and dipped it into the thick sauce of the tagine. Nala looked at her with cloudy blue eyes, whiskers twitching. “We’d been traveling for a week when a sandstorm found us,” she began. “It seemed like just a storm, but out of the swirling sands came a roc.”

Rameses stilled. “Saints. A real one?” Light twinkled in his wide eyes. “What did it look like? I’ve seen drawings of it in books.”

“It was massive, almost three times the size of a camel. Its feathers were the colors of flame, and it had a black beak and talons. It came out of the storm and took one of the camels before disappearing. We didn’t see another one.”

He leaned back, letting out a gilded whistle. “A real roc…Seems there’s still hope that I can see one someday. Now I can tell my cousin Shihab that he was wrong.”

“Have you been holding that against him since you were children?”

“Shihab always liked to make me feel like he knew everything. He was so pleased with himself for making me cry that day, so I would like to prove him wrong. He will be at my name day diffa next month, so I think I will introduce you to him.” He reached for his wine glass again, the smile diminishing. “It might be one of the few things I enjoy that night.”

The hot tea settled in Serein’s stomach, imprints of her fingertips left on the glass. Rizwana gathered the laundry from the bed chamber and left the room.

“I thought you were looking forward to your name day,” Serein said as the door closed with a teal creak.

“I usually do, but this will also double as an announcement for my upcoming engagement.” Rameses drowned the words with wine. “My father thinks it’s time I take my role as amir more seriously.”

“Who has your mother chosen as your proposed bride?” Serein asked.

Rameses picked apart a piece of bread over his bowl, watching the chunks sink into the thick red soup. “A Ginjarrian princess and a distant relative from the north in Qadhifat Zarqa’, Sabah Noura el-Adlani. They are nice women, seemingly caring and pleasant to talk with, but I don’t feel a connection with either of them no matter how much I talk with them.”

“And I suppose marriage to Yasmine is out of the question? You two seem to get along well enough,” Serein said. Sethos probably wants to solidify another ally through marriage, one that will aid him in the war and provide resources.

“She has wealth and connections, certainly, but she isn’t nobility. It’s to be either Princess Lindiwe or Sabah.”

“The north would provide your father a strategic location to launch an assault on Bar Elenion. A foreign princess will allow him easier access to their lands and anything he might find there—a place that has one of the tombs.”

“Do you know if there’s a tomb in Ginjarr?”

“No. They could be anywhere across Cemiyon. If these relics are as dangerous as the rebels believe they are, then the Calamor might have scattered the tombs so that no one could find them easily,” Serein said. “And if the Immortals don’t know the exact location of the tombs, how did your father get that information?”

His expression darkened as his hands dropped to his lap. “Something happened while you were away.” Serein stopped eating. “Back in Yelwa, not too long after you had left, I overheard my father talking with that woman you mentioned. Murdag.”

Prickling legs crawled up the back of Serein’s neck like an invisible spider as she recalled the amber-colored voice through the wall all those months ago.

“They were talking about the relics, and some place called the Black Fells. One of the relics ended up with the Immortals—a sword. She said she’s lived centuries. I think my father called her a Vale. I saw her. She had pale skin and hair. I didn’t hear their full conversation, but they seem to have been working together long before my Uncle Salman died.” Rameses fiddled with his ring, fingers clenching around the golden lion’s head. “He was afraid of her…I haven’t seen my father afraid like that before…”

“What else did she say to him?” Serein asked. So, the relics can be weapons.

“I didn’t stay long enough to hear the end. I thought they had heard me, so I ran. I did hear her say something—that my father is ‘his’ chosen one. They didn’t say a name, but there’s someone else controlling all this.” Despite the heaviness weighing down each golden syllable, hope pushed its way through.

“Even if there’s another who has been giving orders, it doesn’t change the choices your has father made,” Serein told him, the heat of the small brazier underneath the table unable to keep away the chill settling on her skin.

“I know…” he muttered, “but now we know that he and this woman haven’t been acting alone. There’s someone with more power than either of them.”

“Then if that’s the case, there’s a very good chance it’s another Immortal. Someone with the power to defy the Immortal Kings and their armies, and drive magic away.” Her words sank into her tea. “This won’t be someone we can fight, let alone take down by exposing the truth.”

“Are you suggesting we go to the rebels for help? Seek out other allies?”

“They have the numbers and are a force still opposing Sethos with a common goal.” Would killing Sethos even stop all this? If someone else is using him, there must be a larger plan in action, and he’s just a singular piece.

“Are you sure that Sethos and the Vale didn’t know you were there?” she asked.

“I don’t believe they saw me. I waited several weeks, and nothing happened…” He worried his lip, and the pause between his breath made Serein’s stomach knot. “But there’s a possibility that they suspect someone was listening. I accidentally made a noise trying to leave.”

Serein’s sigh tumbled onto the table in a pale yellow cloud. “I thought I told you not to do anything reckless while I was away,” she said. “The Vale are known for having exceptional hearing and other heightened senses. For all we know, she could have smelled you.”

“It was in the kennels, so maybe there’s a chance the other smells hid me.”

“Best pray to the Saints then. Even if you’re Sethos’ son, if they know you know something you shouldn’t, your life could be at risk.” Serein looked at the scars across her palms. “I know you don’t want to think about it, but you need to seriously think about overthrowing your father soon before it becomes impossible to do so.”

Rameses’ face paled. “What if this Immortal prevents us from stopping him?”

“Then let’s hope whatever allies we manage to gather to stand against him are enough, and we moved before anyone can stop us.”

The flickering candlelight gave off purple-blue pops. The smell of the burning wick stirred up roaring flames and the blue buzzing of flies, the memory dragging a claw across Serein’s X-shaped scar. She breathed in the minty scent of the tea to chase the shadows back.

If there’s a greater evil at the heart of all this, will there be any safe place left in Cemiyon, my Sun and Stars? It seems like killing Sethos won’t be enough anymore…
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Oyon’s darkened alleys carried distant pistachio-green barks of dogs and chatter from the night vendors through their winding streets. In the distance, the last peach-colored tolling of the ninth bell hung in the air as the undulating, purple prayer of Alkhaliq carried over the houses. Serein raced across the rooftops, each building a stepping stone above the tangled streets. Still, even from her elevated position, she felt eyes watching her.

Xansas didn’t make any moves while I was gone. I half expected to find flowers or him in my chambers. He wouldn’t have forgotten my name day, Serein thought. A rat skittered across the roof she landed on, darting along a nearby clothesline to the house across the way. This silence from him is unnerving.

The sloping shoulders of the Tafall District were dimmer than the rest of Oyon. Lantern and torchlight flickered like tired fireflies in windows and on stoops. The chatter from stalls and food vendors created a thick rainbow haze. Her gaze darted to a woman in orange and blue silks weaving through the crowded medina. The material was sheer beneath her dark navy-colored cloak, face half-hidden behind a long golden scarf. Gazes and sharp whistles followed the woman as she moved deeper into the heart of the district.

Serein trailed her to the crowded bazaar, heading down the stairs on the side of the building to the street level. Smoke from cooking fires and stoves wrapped around the woman as she slipped into a rug shop. Coins passed between hands, and the bearded shop owner gestured to a large rug with vines and pomegranates hanging from the wall.

Another one of the entrances to the Undercity, Serein thought as the woman slipped down a staircase behind the rug. I only knew of the ones by the tannery and the brothel. I haven’t located any other mentions of ways down there in the Golden Jackals’ records yet.

When the shopkeeper turned away to help a customer, Serein slipped behind the rug and descended into the musty depths beneath the shop. The glow of candles burning along the wall dribbled down the fingers of melted wax clinging to the black stones. Above, the vibrations of the activity in the rug shop trickled down in amber, green, and orange-red.

There are at least four sections of the Undercity that are accessible and not buried beneath rock. One of them should be near Alqamar where the cisterns and the bowels of the palace are, but if it’s connected to the palace. If it is, that could be how Xansas is getting in…

Serein stepped out into a narrow street between smooth sides of buildings. The Undercity was carved into the ancient volcanic rock like the inside of a termite mound. Latticed holes were carved into the ceiling twenty feet up to allow rainwater to drain down into the sewers and smoke and steam to rise out. Walled cisterns were scattered through the city. Dozens of ladders and a handful of intact stairs connected the lower district to the surface. It wasn’t the size of the Tafall District above, but the buildings and streets created a knotted mess in the dim world below.

A damp smell permeated everything, mingled with sewage and smoke. People huddled in dark corners around glowing braziers. Few guards were visible, and the ones Serein noticed pretended to ignore the shady deals happening around them.

From beneath her hood, Serein caught the glint of indentured servant bangles and collars on some people, making her empty wrists feel heavy. The pressure of the city above seemed to press down on the air.

This is where Oyon’s dark underbelly thrives. A perfect hiding place for a snake.

The woman turned a corner several yards ahead. Serein bumped past a pair of drunk men stumbling by. Her hands remained close to her daggers. The cloaked woman approached a vendor selling herbs and vials of colorful mixtures. A smile parted full lips as she spoke with the bald man with one eye, fingers trailing absently along her dark braid while she gave a rosy laugh. The golden bangles around her wrists sparkled in the lantern’s light. The man pointed down the street, and Serein could make out the caramel-colored words on his lips—the Copper Djinn, playing cards, scar on his cheek.

Exotic birds fluttered in the cages hanging from a cart Serein passed, filling her vision with sharp coral squawks. She continued following the woman as she passed beneath earthen arches carved between taverns and closed shops. The Copper Djinn resembled the rest of the darkened buildings except for the metal sign with a dark patina clinging to the edges hanging outside. A group of men sat huddled near the wall, playing cards on a small table. Drinks were passed to them through an open window.

The woman approached a man in a gray turban and a brown rida’. His gap-toothed grin was orange in the firelight as he laughed, throwing down a pair of cards before taking a handful of coins from a dish in the middle. A jagged scar cut deep into his right cheek, and gold rings pierced his earlobes. He glanced up as the courtesan touched his arm, leaning in close to draw his eyes upward. It didn’t take long before he stood and followed her into an alley while his friends whistled and shook their heads.

Serein slipped between the Copper Djinn and another tavern, scrambling up the crumbling side to the flat roof. All it takes is a smile from a pretty woman to make men lose all sense, she thought as she crouched to the edge, the two darting off down another narrow street.

Taking a running leap, Serein landed on the opposite building. Lights glowed on roofs in the distance, but she remained outside their reach. The man and the woman melted into the darkness of the alley below before finding a small alcove to a long eroded koubba to a faceless Saint. A small stub of a candle flickered in a crevice, offering just enough light to catch the golden threads woven into the courtesan’s blue see-through sirwal.

The woman shrugged off her cloak, rose-colored words drawing the man in as her hands moved along his chest. Her smile was as smooth as honey behind the gossamer scarf, green teardrop-shaped earrings dangling from her ears. The man bent down to kiss her neck, unaware of the glint from the small blade sewn to the waistband of her trousers. His fingers went to the orange sash around her waist and began undoing it.

“Samir,” a slurring teal-green voice came, “just ‘cause you’re winning, doesn’t mean you get everything. Don’t keep her all to yourself.”

Serein glanced down at the man stumbling down the alley toward the woman and the other man, Samir.

Another one who’s lost his sense. Unfortunately for him, he’s going to lose more than that tonight. She flicked out her dagger before jumping from the roof.

The purple air rushed in her ears as she crashed into the man and struck his temple with a wet, dark blue crack. He hit the ground before a cry formed, nasally breaths bleeding into the dirt.

Samir jerked around in Serein’s direction. “What the⁠—”

The gold scarf wrapped around his throat, cutting off his verbena-colored words and jerking him backward. The man’s legs were kicked out from under him as the woman looped the length of the long fabric around his right wrist until it was pulled behind his back. He thrashed beneath her, and she grabbed his right arm, tying it up to his other one. His shouts came out in strangled gasps, eyes bulging.

“Seems you didn’t really need me to come along,” Serein said, dragging the other unconscious man to the koubba. She shoved him into the alcove, arranging his limbs to look like a man deep in prayer.

Eneca glanced up as she tightened the bonds around Samir’s wrists. “It wouldn’t have been as much fun to come here by myself. Besides, it’s harder to take on two alone,” she replied.

Serein gave her a tilted grin. “Nothing the Thanatos Flower couldn’t handle.”

“Who the hell are you?!” Samir gasped as spit clung to his beard.

Eneca removed the small blade from her trousers. “It’d be best if you were quiet. Otherwise, this will be very unpleasant for you,” she told him, holding the knife beneath his chin. Samir gulped, chest heaving.

“Usually, I’m the one who intimidates,” Serein told her. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen this side of you, En.”

Eneca winked. “Some clients like a flower with thorns.”

“Then perhaps I should let you interrogate him when we get to the drop house.”

“I’m sure I can persuade him to loosen his lips. You should have heard how chatty he was earlier.”

Eneca smiled at Samir as she reached up to one of her teardrop earrings and unscrewed it from its gold clasp. Taking a plain handkerchief from her pocket, she poured the contents on the fabric and handed it to Serein. She held it in her dark gloved fingers before stuffing it into Samir’s mouth, blocking out his curses.

Serein removed his curved dagger and purse, the coins in the worn leather pouch clinking dark blue. The brown haya bracelet had thirty yellow bone bands around it, and no marriage or child beads. A gold ring glinted off his middle finger on his right hand, similar to the earrings he wore.

Right-handed. Skilled with knives but keeps it mostly for show by how slow he was. Not a skilled fighter either. Oyon-accent. Judging by how much he was betting at that card game and the gold jewelry, he’s been getting paid more than he could afford to make down here on his own, she thought. The White Snake pays him well.

A figure moved at the other end of the alley toward them. Yellow light fell across the roaring lion between two swords on his breastplate. A scimitar hung at the guard’s side.

“What’s going on here?” The jade-green question cut the night.

Serein moved her dagger out of sight, fingers curled around the hilt. Seems like some are guards doing their job here. Uriah wouldn’t appreciate it if I killed one of his men, but I can’t have one working for Xansas getting word to him. Samir will be easier to explain than the unconscious man by the shrine.

Eneca stood back from Samir and sauntered to the guard. He stopped a few yards from where the unconscious man was slumped in the alcove.

“Oh, sidi. Thank the Saints you’re here! This man—” she pointed to Samir on the ground “—accosted me. This kind stranger came and saved me.”

She stepped close to the guard, the flickering light revealing her ample figure and the ebony sheen of her hair. The man stopped and looked from Samir to Eneca. As he took in the courtesan’s heart-shaped face, he was unable to look away. Samir wriggled on the ground and tried to speak through the gag before Serein tightened the scarf around his throat.

“I…” the guard coughed. “I’ll take him to the cells tonight and get this sorted.”

Serein tightened her grip on Samir as the guard moved toward them. Right-handed, thirties. There’s probably another guard not far away. Fighting here will draw too much attention.

Eneca touched the bangle around her right wrist before she took the man’s hand. “Just be sure not to damage my scarf,” she said, reaching up to stroke his face.

Eneca slid a section of the bangle back and blew a white powder into the guard’s face. He recoiled, coughing. “What—?! What did you do?”

She jabbed her knee into his groin, and he doubled over with a strangled moan. His lamp shattered on the ground, and the flame sputtered. Eneca stuck the guard in the back of his neck with a small, needled hair ornament she pulled from her braid, and he dropped to the ground, twitching. Eneca breathed, brushing hair out of her eyes as she rolled the man onto his back and tipped more of the white powder into his gaping mouth. His groaning quieted, his eyes rolling back in his head while the tension left his body.

“You’re using some strong poisons,” Serein said. She was always better at hitting nerves than I was. I tend to only hit them with sharp words.

Eneca wiped the needle off on the guard’s tunic and stuck the ornament back in place. “It’s easier than driving a knife into someone. Less blood.”

Serein grinned and hauled Samir up. His dark eyes were wide in the fading light of the flame before it extinguished.

“Little blood never hurt anyone. What did you use?” she asked as Eneca dragged the guard into the shadows against the wall.

“Devil’s Breath. The first dose was to stun him, the second will make sure he has no recollection of what’s happened.” Eneca’s brown eyes glittered with flecks of gold floating in her irises. “I don’t use this often since it has to be imported from the Old Kingdom, but it’s useful.”

A shiver ran through Serein. The years in Xansas’ grasp had forced her to learn the poisons he’d use on her, but there were some she’d never learned. The dark pockets in her memory and the blurred images she tried to remember sometimes had a gritty taste to them, coated in sweet poison. The morning’s bruises and sickening feelings were the only pieces she had to put together what transpired where her memory ended.

Eneca closed the sliding panel on her bangle. “Are you alright?” she whispered, placing a gentle hand on Serein’s shoulder.

Serein blinked, the rosy question settling at her feet. “I’m fine. Let’s get Samir to the drop house before anyone else sees us.”

The drop house belonging to Eneca’s contact was a small one-room building with a single shuttered window squished in the back of a side street. Samir sat on his knees, the scarf around his wrists tied to his ankles. The candle next to him flickered, the gag a damp wad beside it.

“Who are you?” Samir wheezed, the fabric cutting into his neck as he spoke. Each verbena breath crumbled to the hard-packed floor.

Serein unsheathed her blade, tapping it against his cheek. “The one you’re going to give answers to,” she replied.

“Why would I do that, bitch?” he spat.

“Because you’re going to have no choice. I know you’re one of the White Snake’s contacts.” She pressed the knife deeper into his skin, making him wince. His jaw tightened, and the corner of his mouth twitched. “You were seen talking to Xansas last week. Where is he now?”

“I…” Samir swallowed the word, “don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know anyone by that name.”

Eneca moved behind Serein on soft footfalls.

“Xansas uses you because you’re a good spy, but even you can’t hide your fear,” Serein said. “Even if you don’t tell me where he is, I’ll make sure word gets back to him that you did squeal, and you’ll be killed for sure. I’m sure you know what kind of man Xansas is. Your death won’t be painless or quick.”

Samir held her gaze for a few seconds before looking away.

“I take it you don’t know who I am.” Serein flipped the knife to her other hand and ran the tip along his scar. “I’m guessing you got the scar about…seven years ago. A job gone wrong? Or did you piss off the wrong person?”

Sweat beaded along his temples, a slight tremble running through his arms. His dilated pupils darted back to Serein’s face. He swayed a bit, struggling to remain upright. Serein glanced up at Eneca, who nodded.

Seems the Devil’s Breath is finally kicking in. This dosage should make him easier to get answers from. With any luck, he won’t remember any of this when we’re done, Serein thought.

“You talk too much, Ravanassë,” Samir said, shaking his head.

“Probably, but that’s only because I’m in a conversational mood. Let’s try this again, Samir—” she whipped the dagger across his cheek and opened a line of red along the skin “—and this time, let’s have a little honesty. Where’s Xansas?”

He hissed through his teeth and jerked away. “Xansas?”

“The White Snake. Pale man with green eyes and white hair. Where did you last meet with him?”

Samir rolled the question around in his head, licking his lips. “He…he told me to meet him in the Cauldron District. Looking for a place.”

“That’s on the east side of the Undercity,” Eneca told Serein, the rosy words drifting around them.

“What was the place?” Serein asked. Closer. I’m getting closer. Leave him no place to hide.

“The Lion’s Den. A brothel. It took me a couple days to find lodgings he wanted.” Samir closed his eyes as his shoulders relaxed. Blood dripped down his face and darkened his robes. “But when I told him, he said he wouldn’t need a room until he returned.”

Ice traveled through Serein’s veins, and she stood. “What do you mean ‘until he returned?’ Where’s he gone?” Samir rocked back on his knees and muttered. Serein lifted his chin with her dagger. “Where is Xansas?”

“Not here. He left.”

“Do you know where he went?”

Samir shook his head, almost falling over. “You know he doesn’t tell people much,” he muttered.

Serein studied his drug-induced state, the frantic darting of his eyes, sweat shining along his brown skin, and the nervous bobbing of his throat constricted in the gold silken coils of Eneca’s scarf.

Xansas isn’t in Oyon…Did things get too dangerous for him, or is he taking another job? He never abandons a job, so this one must be too tempting to pass up, she thought and pulled the knife away.

Eneca placed a hand on Serein’s shoulder. “What are you thinking, Ser?” she whispered.

“I don’t know whether to feel relieved or worried that he’s not in Oyon,” Serein replied, meeting Eneca’s dark kohl-rimmed eyes. “I never thought he’d leave the city while Sethos still lived.”

It almost sounds like you miss me, volchitsa.

A shudder prickled beneath Serein’s skin as the white voice hissed in her ear. “If he’s on another job, it’ll give you time to plan for his return. We have the name of where he’ll be going next,” Eneca said.

“Or it could all be a trap that Samir is unknowingly leading me into. No one has been able to find Mayte, but I don’t think she’s left the city. All I can see is him escaping again and losing the trail again…” Serein stepped closer to Samir. He couldn’t be going after Luca or Astra…could he? No. He doesn’t know where they are.

“Serein?” Eneca’s voice nudged her out of the panicked thoughts reaching for her.

“What will you do when he returns?” Serein asked Samir.

The man blinked up at her. “He didn’t tell me. The room’s paid for until he returns, whenever that is,” he muttered, the drug-laced truths spilling freely.

“How does he contact you? Do you know of anyone here or anywhere else in the city he’s contacting?” I don’t know the full extent of his network, who he’s done business with the past eight years.

Samir shook his head, frowning. “No. The people I know are into seedy business. Word like that doesn’t spread unless you want to be dead. And the White Snake is not one to be crossed. I take his money and stay out of his way unless I’m needed.” A nervous verbena laugh rolled out. “He’ll kill me when he finds out. I’ll be dead soon. I don’t want to die…”

“How long have you been working with him? How did he find you?” Serein went on.

“I don’t know. He found me one day and said he needed my services and connections. That was about…” his head lolled to the side before he straightened his spine, “three months ago? If he needs me, he sends a message. He knows where I live.”

“When you meet with him, is he alone?”

He nodded. “He’s had me carry messages to places sometimes, but I’ve never seen him with anyone,” he said. “But maybe I see him now? You have the same eyes as him. Cold.”

“I don’t think we’re getting much more out of him,” Serein said, sheathing her dagger. “The drugs are working too well.”

Eneca nodded and walked over to Samir. His head snapped to her, fear and a smile appearing on his face. “You. The pretty one. Come to sing to me?” he asked.

She fiddled with her bangle and lifted his chin up. “I charge extra for that, sidi,” she told him sweetly.

Her fingers stroked his bloodied cheek before she tipped more white power into his open mouth. He coughed but took a drink from the wineskin she’d taken off his belt.

“What have you been doing to me?” he asked breathlessly.

“You don’t need to worry about that,” Eneca replied. “This will just be a dream, if you remember it at all.”

Samir squinted at her, sucking the last droplets of wine from his lips. Serein leaned against the wall as the full weight of Samir’s words hit her.

“How long until he’s unconscious?” she asked under her breath.

“The alcohol will help the drug take effect faster. Ten minutes or so,” Eneca replied, standing beside her. “Seems you’ve landed on worry.”

“There’s little relief knowing Xansas is out there and beyond my reach. Him lurking at a distance is almost worse than him looming around a corner.” Serein crossed her arms, fingers digging into her biceps. He’s already slipped in unnoticed once. How easily will he do it again?

“This doubt is unlike you. What’s really going on, Ser?”

Tilting her head back, Serein stared at the cracked ceiling. “I don’t really know anymore…I keep getting stuck in this cycle of thoughts with no solutions. There are too many worries, and nothing I do lessens them. Whether it’s Sethos or Xansas, there’s always something. Nothing I do seems to get me closer to ending this.”

Eneca’s shoulder brushed against hers. “You haven’t been the same since the Aikhtiar.”

“Things haven’t been the same.” Serein looked at her. “Death has always waited for me, growing up as I did with the Bone Vipers. And in Grasdan, I anticipated it every day. And now there’s a chance I can get home, I have to make sure I survive this.”

“But at what cost?” Eneca’s gaze traveled along the faded bruises on Serein’s face. “Being the king’s muharib is dangerous, and I’m worried for you.”

“You sound like Uriah,” Serein said, eyes darting to Samir as he teetered on his knees. “Like I said, nothing is clear anymore. I can’t see things like I used to. I don’t know what’s happening…” Xansas is getting in my head again.

“You know he’s right. Perhaps it’s time to talk to him about this.”

“Why do I need to talk to him when I’m telling you?”

Eneca clasped Serein’s arm, head resting against hers. “‘A heart left to defend itself alone will tire easily,’” she said.

Serein frowned. “Are you quoting poetry to me?” Where have I heard that line before?

“No. It’s a line from Twisted Boughs. Princess Shadiya said it to Melik when he returned from war.”

“You and the prince with that book,” Serein muttered, rolling her eyes.

Eneca shrugged with a smile. “It’s a good read.”

“I’ve read it and didn’t find it that interesting.”

“I’m glad you trust me enough to tell me these things, Ser, but has he not also gained your trust?”

“Not fully.” A heavy sigh deflated Serein, and the lamp flickered, the shadows snapping back and forth across the faded plaster walls. “Are you saying I should become someone with a softer heart despite much suffering? Would that have made my life easier if I opened up more?”

“Who’s to say? Surviving often forces us to do things we wouldn’t normally do.” Eneca patted her hand, the bangle warm as it brushed Serein’s skin. “And I pray someday you can find a place with your children and that you won’t have to keep yourself so guarded.”

“I hope for that with every breath I take, En. And I want that life for you as well. You have much more kindness in you than I do.”

“Don’t discredit yourself, Ser. You care in your own way. It’s just sometimes harder to see if someone doesn’t know how to look for it,” Eneca told her. “I think Rameses and Uriah are more perceptive than you give them credit for.”

“And I seem to have gotten worse at hiding things from them. I’ve gotten too used to them.”

“Is that such a bad thing? Allies like those are hard to come by—friends even more so.”

Samir moaned, head slumping forward as much as the tight scarf would allow. His breaths became wheezes before he toppled onto the ground.

The Devil’s Breath has done its job. We’ll need him alive for now, and hopefully, this will all just seem like a bad dream to him whenever he wakes up again, Serein thought.

Eneca went over to him and touched his pulse. “He’ll have a fitful sleep. Probably some hallucinations when he wakes, but he shouldn’t remember much,” she said and untied the scarf from his ankles.

“We’ll dump him back in the alley with the others. Someone will assume it was a group mugging or that they passed out drunk.” Serein crouched beside Eneca, inspecting the red marks along Samir’s neck. “I could rough him up a bit more to sell it.”

“Is that necessary, or do you just want to hit someone?” The question rose with Eneca’s arched brow. The gold fabric coiled around the courtesan’s hands as she wound it into a ball. “We’ve already stolen his things, but I suppose some wounds wouldn’t hurt.”

Serein stood and rolled Samir onto his back. “They probably will in the morning.”

Her boot connected with his jaw, and she kicked him in the side. Samir’s wet groan dribbled past his lips as he twitched but didn’t awaken. Dogs barked in the distance, the pistachio-colored braying punctured by the peacock-blue yowl of a cat. Loud red and wheat-colored laughter seeped through the door of the drop house, and Serein peered through the shutters. A few shadowy shapes moved at the end of the alley.

As she shifted, the cool stone surface of the small knife in her boot pressed against her skin. “He gave me a knife for my name day.” Eneca looked up from the unconscious man, head tilted. Serein pulled the knife out and showed it to her. “Uriah. He brought it with him on our mission.”

“Well, that’s something,” Eneca said, a hint of mirth lacing her voice. “He doesn’t strike me as the kind of person to give gifts frequently.”

“He isn’t. Rameses is the one more likely to give gifts,” Serein told her. “Uriah wants to be on friendlier terms. Or it’s his way of atoning for how he acted toward me in the beginning. But sentimentality isn’t something he’s known for.”

“How do you feel about that?”

The sun and stars etched along the hilt pushed against her palm. “It caught me off guard and was an awkward experience for both of us.”

“Perhaps he sees a reflection of himself in you. Kindred spirits of some kind. Or he values that you speak your mind and are protective of those you care about.”

“I’ve never been called a kindred spirit. We both may be acquainted with pain, but if he’s hoping to form something deeper with me. It can’t go any farther than this. My time here won’t be forever. He’s an ally until this is all over, and I can get back to my children. That’s all he and Rameses are.” That’s how it’s always been from the beginning. They’re all means to an end. Getting too emotionally involved with them will make things more complicated. 

“If you don’t want him to get closer to you, why did you keep the gift he gave you?” Eneca asked, hauling Samir’s limp body up.

Serein slipped the knife back into her boot and grabbed Samir’s arms. “Seemed like a shame to waste a good knife.”
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The coffee warmed Uriah’s stomach, bitterness mixing with the cloves, cinnamon, and slight bite of pepper sitting on his tongue. A moth fluttered by the lantern hanging overhead. The cold night air still seeped into the room despite the brazier glowing in the corner of Rameses’ living chamber. Na’il and Na’im watched Uriah as he picked at the pieces of roasted chicken from the tagine on his plate, and they whined for a piece. Na’il crawled on his belly toward him, tongue licking the air.

“Enough of that, you two,” Rameses told them, clicking his tongue.

They came over to him, tails wagging, and Rameses tossed them a few scraps from his plate.

“So much for not spoiling them,” Uriah told him.

“Oh, I never said I wouldn’t spoil them. They should know not to beg for handouts from other people,” Rameses said and leaned back against the cushions in the majlis seating area. The two dogs bounded around the room, tackling each other as they raced by Ilderim standing in the corner. “You have been a bit quiet since you returned. Is everything alright? Wasn’t the mission a success? I thought you would be more relieved.”

“I am,” Uriah replied.

Rameses tilted his head, gaze resting on him. “But you still seem burdened by something, sadiqi. Were you thinking about your time on the front again?”

“Not really, but…there were moments where I didn’t feel like myself. I haven’t been in battle like that in a while.”

Uriah blinked, the crumbling earth taking people with it and the chaos of clashing swords vivid in his mind. He caught a whiff of the iron scent of blood through the coffee. His hand went to his necklace, fingers clenching around the tourmaline. He took a deep breath until all he smelled was spices, cooked meat, and coffee.

The shadows of the lantern light fell across Rameses’ forehead as he moved. “Perhaps you should visit your family soon. With all that’s happened, you deserve some time to rest and relax.” Uriah opened his mouth, but Rameses raised his hand. “And before you say anything, Oyon won’t fall apart if you’re gone. It was still standing when you returned, wasn’t it?”

Uriah set the cup down. “I’ll ask His Majesty for leave then…”

“Send them my regards when you leave. Would you be thinking of leaving for your name day?” Rameses asked.

“I don’t know. I didn’t do much for it last year since we were traveling. I haven’t celebrated with my family in years, so it might be nice to do it again.”

Rameses laughed and wiped his fingers on a napkin. “Lucky for you, I have no travel plans in mind this year, currently. There is always a chance I might decide to flee the city after my engagement announcement.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Would you really consider doing that?” Uriah asked.

The ceramic cup hit against its saucer as Rameses tilted it in a circle. “The thought is tempting. Just leaving all this, becoming someone else. Serein’s dreams of a quiet life in the woods sound more tempting the closer my name day nears…” he said, staring into the dregs of his coffee. “But I’m bound to this throne and its duties.”

“Even if you did run away, I doubt you’d get far.”

“Now you sound like Serein. She would probably be the first one to drag me back to make sure I finished what I put into motion,” Rameses said under his breath. “Can you believe it’s almost been a full year since we set off on that journey to hunt for some unknown assassin?”

The dirty, starved woman pulled from the Harpy’s Chest lingered in the back of Uriah’s mind, overlapping with the sharp grin, scars stitching her skin together, the rage in her eyes that softened when she spoke about her children, and the blood staining her face. Everything circled back to the moment when he slammed her into the ground. Shame writhed beneath the conflicting emotions he couldn’t pin down.

“Alkhaliq had a sense of humor bringing Serein into our lives,” Rameses went on.

“Humor isn’t how I’d define it…” A thorn in my side in the beginning…now just someone who is making me question things I thought I knew. Someone who isn’t who I thought she was.

“Still, you both have come so far since then.” Rameses tore a piece of msemen bread in half. “And now you both seem to be on better terms than when you left. What else happened besides you saving her?”

The knot in Uriah’s chest tightened when he thought of Serein clutching the knife he gave her. “I gave her a knife for her name day while we were traveling…”

Rameses sat up straight. “You…gave Serein a gift?” He raised an eyebrow. “Are you planning on building her a house now?”

Uriah’s face warmed. “What?! No! Why would you think that?”

“You got her a knife, Uriah.”

“You’ve given her weapons before. How is what I did different?” Uriah shot.

“I think you know that this is different,” Rameses told him. “You aren’t a gift giver, especially not to just anyone. It took you so long to give Safiya something for her name day—it took you years. When you finally did get her something, that’s when I knew you were set on marrying her.”

“I’m not thinking about marrying Serein. I just saw it and thought…” That it would remind her of her children. “She would like it. It’s a knife. That seems to be one of the few things she likes.”

A grin spread across Rameses’ face.

“Don’t give me that look.”

“No need to get so upset, sadiqi. I’m merely intrigued. Do you remember when you got upset about her having a needle? And now you’ve given her a gift that you picked out, and took with you to give to her,” the Amir said, leaning forward. “What’s actually going on between you both? First you were at her side when she was injured and are now helping her find Xansas. Those actions aren’t something you do for anyone, let alone someone you despise. Sounds like you have feelings for her.”

“It’s nothing like what you’re imagining. It’s…I don’t know. She’s still an assassin, but after everything she has done while being here, I respect her. She’s protected you and Rasima and saved the Malik at the church. And she’s honest almost to a fault. You saw the good in her, and I’m seeing it too, but it feels complicated.”

“You’re trying to make amends. I think she’s noticed.”

“Serein’s made it clear that she barely considers us friends. She probably still resents me for how I treated her for months, and I don’t blame her. I just don’t want her to distrust me anymore or have things so guarded between us.” She’s not someone who forgives easily…I helped kill her people and destroy the Old Kingdom because it was my duty. No matter how much good I do, that blood won’t go away. Serein knows more about that part of my past than Rameses does but isn’t horrified by it. She doesn't look at me differently because of it…

“Yet she still took your gift, so I don’t think she hates you. Not in the same way she hates Xansas or Fang.”

“The gift doesn’t mean anything.”

“I know you, Uriah. You don’t do meaningless things. I’m curious why you’re wanting to be amicable toward her. And it seems like you want to spend more time with her,” Rameses said. “It makes me happy to see, but you were so adamant about not trusting her.”

Uriah’s finger tapped against the coffee cup. “I don’t hate her company even though most of the things she says are cutting. I don’t know what else to tell you. We both want the same things—to stop Xansas. That happens to bring us into similar situations and places more often.”

Rameses stroked his beard, the knowing smile growing. “Same way you would always happen to run into Safiya at the stables because of the horses?”

“It’s not the same,” Uriah muttered. “Can we not talk about Safiya?” Saying her name was like picking at a still-healing wound.

“I’m sorry. I won’t mention her again,” Rameses said. “If you would like help with getting on Serein’s good side, I’m happy to offer my help. I’m quite knowledgeable about the fairer sex.”

“I’m not trying to woo her, Rameses.”

Rameses shrugged. “Your words, not mine.” He scratched Na’il’s back as the dog wandered past. “Having someone like Serein as a friend will be worthwhile. It may just take time, but I have a feeling once her trust is earned, her loyalty might rival yours.”

Time…But how much time does it take to gain the trust of someone who has been hurt as badly as she has?

Uriah hung his sword up next to his armor. His talk with Rameses had stirred up thoughts he’d kept buried beneath the mission and dealing with the aftermath of the attack at the church. Rameses’ question rolled inside his head like a pebble in a boot.

How do you feel about her?

He rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. The light from the brazier flickered over the rocks displayed on the wall. There are too many feelings. With Safiya it wasn’t like this. She was like the breath in my lungs. Calming. Serein isn’t that. She’s a storm.

A sharp rap broke his thoughts, and Uriah whirled around, reaching for the dagger at his belt. The sound came again behind the tapestry of the roaring lion and a shield on the opposite wall. He went over toward the sound, pushing aside the heavy fabric. Frowning, he pried open the hidden door to reveal Serein standing in the darkness.

“Why?” he asked, his words failing as his pulse quickened.

“That’s too deep of a question to be asking this late at night,” Serein replied as her cloak melted into the shadows.

He sheathed his blade. “Why are you here, Serein?”

“Xansas isn’t in Oyon.” Her even voice held an edge to it, laced with anger.

“What? How do you know this?”

“Eneca and I tracked down one of his contacts who told us that he left a few weeks ago,” she told him. Her bruised face was hard to read in the dim light.

“Did they tell you where he’s gone?”

Serein shook her head and crossed her arms. “Either Xansas fled because of the attack on the church and the increased guard presence, or he’s left for a mission—one that’s more enticing than killing Sethos.”

Uriah’s frown deepened. How did he slip past the guards at the gates? Either he found another way to slip out of the city, or some of my men are being bribed.

“The contact said Xansas has been in the Undercity and that he secured a room at the Lion’s Den for when he returns. The man gave no indication when Xansas will be back. And I don’t know if he’ll actually stay at the brothel when he returns,” Serein said.

“I’ll still have some of my men keep an eye on the place. Where’s this contact now?”

“If you’re asking if I killed him, I didn’t. He’ll wake up tomorrow sore and unable to remember his night. Eneca and I will be keeping eyes on him in case Xansas decides to reach out to him again.”

“You sound upset that Xansas is gone. I thought you’d be a bit relieved. There’s more time to prepare and stop him.”

“Relieved that we’re no closer to catching him now? I may not have to worry about him appearing in my chambers, but I don’t know why he left. For all I know,” she sucked in a breath and glanced away, “he could have found where my children are.”

Uriah straightened. “Do you really think he’s found them? You said so yourself that there’s no way he could know where they are.”

“I don’t know if I can trust what I know about him anymore…” The pain hiding behind Serein’s words made him take a step closer.

“We’ll find him, Serein.” He went to lift his hand to put on her shoulder but pulled it back.

“I’m not worried about finding him,” Serein said, walking back into the secret passage. “I’m afraid of him finding us first.”
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The amethyst wind rustled through the trees, spilling fractured sunlight across the woman’s face. A basket full of mushrooms and berries hung from her arm. Yellow and orange leaves had fallen along the path as a dark-haired girl ran through them. She stuffed the best-looking ones into the pockets of her red and white dress.

“I’m gonna have more leaves than Luca,” the child said. Her sunset-orange voice warmed the thick green jungle around them.

“Maybe you can share some when we get back,” the woman told her with a smile.

While her daughter bounded ahead, the woman kept her eyes on the surrounding forest. Dappled light shifted among the bushes and dangling voronwa vines, their flowers ash-gray with fiery centers. The four years she had lived in the woods did little to ease the paranoia prickling the nape of her neck. The forest’s inhabitants posed little threat, always patrolling the red-barked groves on their large feline mounts. In the trees, the mottled spiders made their nests.

But beyond the creatures and the woods, she still feared the snakes and lions lurking. She’d heard rumblings of the lion’s armies moving. But the white snake, she didn’t know where he had slithered to. The woman often looked over her shoulder, on the lookout for a flash of white and a pair of bright green eyes.

She glanced back at the path, and her daughter was gone. Icy panic gripped her.

“Astra!” she called, the yellow sound puncturing the air. Her hand went to the dagger at her hip.

She followed the small footprints on the damp ground as they disappeared into the underbrush. The woman’s heartbeat thundered in her ears. White laughter mocked her, and cold scales seemed to slither across her scars. A hundred terrible scenarios flashed through her mind as she rushed through the underbrush.

The woman drew the dagger, limbs shaking. “Astra!”

“I’m here, Mama.” The giggling voice came behind her as the girl reappeared on the path. The child’s fingers were stained purple with berry juice, leaves clutched in her other hand.

The woman steadied her fluttering pulse. She sheathed the blade and ran to the girl. “Where did you go?” she asked.

Bright blue eyes stared up at her, berry-stained lips parting into a smile. “I saw some berries. See?” She opened her pockets to reveal the dark purple jaboticaba fruit.

Sighing, the woman crouched down and brushed a loose lock of dark hair behind the girl’s ear. “Looks like you got a lot. Maybe we can make some jam,” she said. “Next time, don’t wander off like that. You worried me. The forests have many wonderful things, but there are also dangerous things.”

The girl looked up at the trees where thick spiderwebs intermingled with the branches. “Like the spiders?”

“Yes. But there are other dangerous things, too. That’s why you need to be careful, so they don’t hurt you.”

“Will you protect me? And Luca?” the girl asked.

“Yes, carissima.” The woman kissed her, inhaling the smell of leaves and citrus.

“Always.”

Despite the sunlight warming her skin and her daughter’s bright smile, the woman couldn’t shake the dread seeping from the shadows.
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Serein crossed the palace grounds, squinting against the bright sunlight. The three golden domes of the palace glinted. The month of Nésa brought warmer days as Sarddon shook off the chill of winter.

Soon I’ll be sweating again. The cold was nice while it lasted, she thought, weaving through the rows of olive and lemon trees.

Her boots scraped against the gravel, each pale blue crunch following her as she approached the palace wall. A lavender caw crackled overhead. Bal wheeled through the sky, a white streak across the blue as he headed for the Tower of Secrets. Serein climbed the stairs to the top of the wall where the guards stood on the ramparts. Her hair whipped against her cheeks as the wind picked up, amethyst whistles skipping over gray stones.

Rameses stared out at the ocean with Ilderim and his dogs. His dark hair tangled around his ears as he leaned against the wall, the peach chimes from his earrings trickling down the back of his green qamis. Na’il and Na’im looked up as Serein approached. She stopped next to Rameses. A few people wandered the shoreline, gazes fixed on the horizons where small fishing vessels bobbed on the waves.

“Consumed with deep thoughts, princeling?” Serein asked, scratching the dogs behind their ears. He only seems to come up here when he’s dealing with heavy thoughts. No doubt he’s thinking about his name day and engagement in three days.

“Yes, but I’m actually watching for whales,” he replied. The gold words sparkled before being swept away. “It’s a custom in Oyon to watch for the whales. When they appear near the city, it means spring is coming. Usually, at the end of Esta and the beginning of Nésa, people place bets on when the whales will appear. When I was younger, I made the mistake of betting on a month, but then I learned there’s more money if you narrow it down to a week. I’m betting that they will appear this week, which would be an auspicious sign for my name day.”

“How many times have you won these bets?” she asked. The dogs nosed her trousers, tails wagging.

“A few times. This year I have widened the pool beyond Ilderim and other people in the palace. Uriah isn’t a gambling man, but Firoz is,” Rameses said, smiling.

“His Highness is still learning that I’m not the best person to bet against,” Ilderim said, his ocher voice being carried out to the sea.

“Your edge is that you have more years lived than I do,” Rameses said before glancing at Serein. “Care to place a wager?”

“I’m going to decline the offer because I don’t know enough about Sarddon’s whale migration patterns to make a decent guess.”

“Seems I found something you don’t know.”

“Rameses, you didn’t ask me to come here to discuss whales.”

He straightened, chewing on his lower lip. There were cracks where he’d chewed through the skin and bled.

“Always so quick to cut to the point,” he muttered. “Has my father decided where to send you next?”

“Yes. It’ll be after your name day diffa. Some trader named Jafaar el-Mansouri in Mina’ Alshuuq who’s been skimming money from his taxes and falsifying his books. He’s also a frequent patron of the Harpy’s Chest,” Serein told him. “He’s had dealings with Jabir in the illegal selling of indentured servants’ contracts.”

She hadn’t thought about the man who had bought her from the Grasdan warden in months until his name had come across Jafaar’s ledger. The harsh, steel-gray voice and the sapphire crack of the whip felt fresh in her mind, reminders of her days in the Harpy’s Chest before Rameses had found her.

Rameses’ gaze lingered on her. “I take it he won’t be getting a second chance at life?”

“From what I’ve gathered about the man, I don’t think he’ll be useful to us or missed in the world.” A trader fueled by greed. Just like Jabir, who only sees people as goods to be bought and sold. I won’t feel bad about killing him, she thought, brushing her hair behind her ears as she turned to face the palace. Maybe someday I’ll repay Jabir for how kindly he treated me.

A seagull landed farther down the rampart with a burgundy shriek. Na’il and Na’im took off after it, their pistachio-green barks snapping the air. The bird launched into the air in a flutter of white feathers.

“You didn’t really want to know about my next mission, so what’s really on your mind? I don’t think you can avoid what’s coming by hiding up here.”

“I guess I cannot avoid it forever…” Rameses sighed and stared at the sky. “This changes so much. Marrying someone…trying to stop my father, and end this war.”

“Not much has changed. The plan is still the same, just the timeline has been moved up. Do you know which one will be your betrothed?”

“Sabah. My mother felt the family connections would be best and create a stronger alliance with Sarddon.”

“Marrying Sabah will give your father the advantage he needs to launch another war on Bar Elenion’s shores. It will take time for Sethos to mobilize ships and troops, but you will need to move before your wedding.”

“But what will overthrowing my father now do with all these changes? Will that cause another war, possibly a civil war?”

“This is why you need to gather more people who will support you. Make sure your alliances with crucial people are solidified.” The Vale’s offer tugged at her with thistle-colored insistence. “The rebels—the ones who wish for the Old Kingdom’s freedom—would offer you the forces and connections you need to give legitimacy to your rule. We have evidence, enough to sow more doubt and questions about your father.”

Rameses’ brow tightened as his jaw worked, teeth grinding against the worries bubbling up. “What if it’s not enough? We won’t be able to take any of this back if I make the wrong decision,” he whispered and looked down at his scarred palm.

Serein clenched her hands, pulling cold air into her lungs. “This is how it’s always been, walking on a knife’s edge. Now we’re faced with the reality that time isn’t on our side. Regardless of how good your motives are, there will always be consequences you’ll have to live with. If it’s not enough, then we’ll find more proof. You need to make a decision before it’s too late.”

“Are the rebels our only choice?”

You know there’s only one choice to make, Serein. A dagger through the Murderous King’s heart.

The white voice conjured a bloodstained image of Sethos sprawled across the pale marble floors. Gold eyes hollow, red mixing with the gold along the dais. The hilt of her dagger pressed against sticky hands, and Death standing over the fallen king as a blood-red soul dripped in his hands.

Serein blinked the image away. “The Old Kingdom rebels have resources. They have been fighting Sethos longer than you have. You won’t have the Golden Jackals on your side or the Malik’s Guard until you take the throne. Hasim can’t be the only person they’ve been in contact with and allied with. If done properly, you can broker an alliance with them and any of the remaining leaders of the Old Kingdom. I can find out what I can, but this has to be your decision. It might also be time to bring Uriah into this. He controls the city guard, and is loyal to you. Now, you need to be sure if he’ll choose you over your father.”

Rameses stared at her for a moment. “I trust your judgment in this. If you say the rebels are worth seeking help from, then we will seek their aid. But let’s not reveal our hand until we understand what their true motives are and if they would even support a new ruler on the Sarddonian throne…” he said, swallowing as he turned back to face the ocean. “Seems I gambled correctly.”

Ilderim followed his gaze, a smile gracing his lips. “It would seem so, Your Highness,” he replied with an ocher sigh. He fished out a small pouch of coins and handed it to Rameses.

Serein squinted at the ocean. On the horizon, three gray shapes broke through the waves. Spouts of water shot into the air before the whales disappeared beneath the surface. Seagulls circled over the choppy waves, diving down into the frothy waters.

Spring is coming, Serein thought. And who knows what will come with it.
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Glittering firelight melted across the marble pillars of the audience hall. People in fine clothing moved around food tables, laughter coloring the air around Serein. She kept her eyes on the people in the room, nibbling on a fried sardine stuffed with green chermoula relish.

Wrinkled tomatoes glistened in the golden couscous next to honey-spiced lamb chunks on her plate. Savory juices from the chicken and eggplant tagine soaked into the vegetable b’stila and buttered caraway seed khobz. The smell of citrus and cooked meats rose from the chunks of roasted camel, boiled eggs, and preserved lemons.

Music swirled and danced through the perfumed air in fiery red, thrumming chartreuse, and luminous yellow fragments that settled on the blue and white fabric of Serein’s robes. Sethos and Lujayn moved through a crowd of dignitaries from Ginjarr and Sinabrac, and Sarddonian nobility. Kamau and Hisein trailed nearby with the other guards. The Malika wore a kaftan made of green, velvety fabric that matched Rameses’ attire as he nodded and smiled to people coming up to him. His father was dressed in a dark emerald color. Rahim had gone over to the dessert table with his servants. Behind Rameses was a table with a mound of gifts that grew larger with each passing minute. Stacks of tomes, bows and arrows, carved boxes, dark bottles of alcohol, and ornate weapons.

Looks like he’ll have more books to drown his sorrow in, Serein thought. I finally finished the painting of the palace he requested. That’s my gift to him. And not killing his father today.

Il-Makah’s bald head bobbed between the guests, his white and gray-robed frame making him resemble a hunched owl. Inga held a plate of bread and a cup as she walked behind him in matching robes. Serein turned away before the Golden Jackal spotted her and wove through the crowds toward the back of the hall. Uriah stood off to the side with the palace guards and Lieutenant Firoz.

Serein’s gaze drifted to a woman in a trailing blue and silver abaya standing beside a tall woman with graying hair braided against her head and sharp cheeks. The younger woman’s  brown hair curled down her shoulders, strands of silver woven through the locks, connected to a gem-studded circlet. She had the same sharp features as her mother, but her smile and round, kohl-painted eyes softened them. She sipped from her goblet and laughed with a group of women gathered around her. Occasionally, her eyes darted to Rameses from across the room.

The betrothed, Sabah Noura el-Adlani. Another distant cousin of the Queen. Her widowed mother is the acting shahrban of Qadhifat Zarqa’. Controls one of the largest harbors in Sarddon beside the Port of Oyon. No doubt within the next year, Admiral Ezio’s fleet will begin mobilizing there in preparation for an assault.

A coffee-brown voice tugged at Serein’s ear, and she looked around. Wide smiles and glittering jewelry flashed as she followed the familiar voice to one of the sitting areas. A heavyset man in an emerald qamis stood around two other men in dark clothing and a young woman in a leaf-green abaya and a draping yellow headscarf. A gold ring shaped like a horse’s head with two ruby eyes sat on the man’s finger as he moved his hand through the air. The pale green and cream-colored haya bracelet wrapped around the man’s right wrist with a black bead next to three green stones and an amber-colored one confirmed the identity of Hasim Jafar al-Ziadeh.

Serein moved closer to the group, leaning against a column. Hasim is here. It’ll be risky if he recognizes me here and make it harder for me to get information out of him. A younger woman next to him had the same nose and mouth. That must be his daughter, Adara.

“…How many does that make now?” a wiry man with a hoarse, russet-colored voice asked.

“Almost one hundred taken over the past year. We have doubled the guards, but horses keep getting taken,” Hasim replied with a dark brown sigh.

“The rebels have such gall. I thought the soldiers would have taken care of that by now.”

Hasim’s words were drowned out in a torrent of carmine laughter passing Serein. The music grew louder, and a few words slipped through. She tilted her head, cheek resting against the cold marble. Hasim shifted, and the corners of his eyes creased.

“…requests for more war horses,” he said.

Not necessarily suspicious, but the stolen horses are probably connected to the rebels. Will the Vale risk being here again?

“Are you enjoying the party, Serein? You’re dressed for a feast, yet you’re over here by yourself alone.”

Rasima’s violet voice made her turn to find the Amirah approaching with her wali. The silver-trimmed hem of her dark green kaftan whispered against the polished floor. A string of pink pearls was threaded through the girl’s dark hair.

“I prefer to observe these kinds of gatherings from afar. The food is good as always,” Serein replied and bit into a piece of bread. Pepper and harissa spread heat across her tongue. “Your brother seems to be the one who isn’t enjoying his own name day celebrations.”

Rasima glanced over her shoulder at Rameses as he accepted a folded tapestry from a Ginjarrian woman. “He would be happier if he wasn’t getting engaged,” she said quietly. “Sabah seems nice enough, but Rameses doesn’t love her.” Rasima fidgeted with her purple haya bracelet. “Have you not thought about marrying for love?”

Serein tilted her head as Hasim’s voice reached her again through the violet cloud. “Marriage isn’t meant for people like me,” she told Rasima and watched the Horse Lord out of the corner of her eye. I’m not going to be able to listen to Hasim’s conversation while she’s here.

“I used to think it would be a grand and wonderful thing, but after what happened in the kanisa…” Rasima looked at her hands, “it seems like such an insignificant thing compared to what I could do with my life.”

“And what is it that you want to do with your life?”

“Religious studies and etiquette are the only things Umm has been preparing me for. Baba suggested political classes, but I think pursuing philosophy and military tactics might be more beneficial. But why settle for one thing when I can study many different things? I can study whatever I want. Amirah Munira knew seven languages, helped to restore thousands of manuscripts for the Library of Mala, and was skilled in many healing arts. I even read that toward the end of her life she had taken up blacksmithing.”

Serein glanced back at Rasima. “That would be a sight—the princess of Sarddon sweating in a blacksmith’s shop. Rizwana’s husband could probably train you if you’re thinking about making horseshoes and swords.”

“Umm would faint if I did something like that,” Rasima replied with a small smile.

The music faded and conversations quieted, heads turning to the front of the audience hall. Sethos had moved onto the raised platform with Rameses at his side. The Malik cleared his throat and raised his gold goblet.

“Twenty-four years ago, Alkhaliq blessed Lujayn and I with our firstborn. He has grown in stature and skill over the years into a true heir of Sarddon,” Sethos said, his words rumbling out like crimson waves. “Sarddon’s strength has been challenged these past sixteen years, but we have not faltered. To strengthen the might of Oyon and our family, my son will marry Sabah Noura el-Adlani of Qadhifat Zarqa’ by the new year.”

He waved his hand, and Sabah approached with a bow. Thunderous clapping slammed into Serein, and she blinked to shake the noise from her vision. Sabah smiled at Rameses, gaze unwavering. Rameses mirrored her expression, but his hands clenched at his sides.

“This union will continue to bolster Sarddon’s prosperity,” the Malik went on as a servant walked over with two cups for Rameses and Sabah. “We are the lions that do not fall. We are the pride that endures. We are the ones who roar in victory.”

A resounding cheer followed his words, glasses raised in the air. Rameses drank deeply from his goblet.

So, the new year is the deadline for taking Sethos down, Serein thought, excitement bobbing above the anxiousness. We’ll need to move much quicker now.

The spiced wine warmed Rameses’ throat, joining the two other cupfuls of alcohol already sitting in his stomach. His father’s proclamation continued ringing through his skull.

Next year. I’ll be married next year…or sitting on my father’s throne, he thought.

He replied to every person who came to congratulate him with a stiff smile and words as empty as the goblet in his hand. The dull thrum of panic that had started building when he entered the audience hall now jabbed his chest with each breath. He searched for Serein as he pushed through the guests, but she was nowhere to be seen. His heavy thoughts swirled around, the bloody images of his nightmares seeping out through the cracks. Someone called his name, and he hurried to the balcony doors, handing the cup to a passing servant.

The cool gusts of the night air cleared the stifling heat clinging to him. Ilderim’s constant presence helped him not to spiral. Muffled music from inside seeped through the windows, intelligible voices becoming a distant hum. The guards huddled around the outside brazier stiffened and bowed to him. Rameses turned and stared out at the shadowy outlines of the gardens below.

Ilderim stood beside him. “Do you need another drink, Your Highness?” he asked.

“No. Any more and I probably won’t be able to remember tonight…” Rameses mumbled. It’d be better to forget, but it won’t change what awaits me tomorrow. Or the day after that…

“You’ll have to return to the diffa eventually. Your betrothed will come looking for you soon,” his wali went on.

Rameses closed his eyes, fingers clenched around his ring. The grooves of the lion’s head dug into his skin. For a moment, he considered sprinting across the palace grounds to the secret door and slipping into the depths of the city. To leave everything behind, blend in with people who didn’t know who he was or expect him to carry a kingdom on his shoulders.

The sounds from the feast grew louder and clearer for a moment, and Rameses looked over his shoulder. Uriah stepped out onto the balcony.

“Have you come to drag me back, sadiqi?” Rameses asked.

“No, but people have been asking where you’ve gone,” Uriah said, walking over to him. The guards around the fire saluted to Uriah. “I think your betrothed wants to dance with you.”

Grimacing, Rameses sighed through his nose. “I came out here to get some air. Had a bit too much wine.”

“I’m sure drinking more would have helped things.”

“Is that sarcasm? You really sound like Serein. Do you know where she is? I thought I saw her talking with Rasima.” Perhaps she’s talking with Hasim. I forgot to tell her he would be here tonight.

Uriah shrugged. “I didn’t run into her.” He stared out at the garden, arms crossed.

Silence settled between them as a nightjar trilled in the distance. The taste of the wine thickened on Rameses’ tongue, sticking to his mouth. Laughter erupted from the guards, the firelight glinting against their teeth.

“Uriah, do you remember when I mentioned running away from all this?” Rameses whispered. “I’m considering it even more now. Would you still come with me even if it meant being branded a traitor and being on the run?” I’m already making Uriah choose between me and my father, but would he resent me if I really walked away from everything?

Uriah glanced at him. “I’m your friend, Rameses, and I’d follow you even if I thought it was a bad idea. Someone has to keep you out of trouble.”

“Even if I decided to leave tonight?”

The shadows streaked Uriah’s face as the frown behind his beard deepened. “How much wine did you have?”

Rameses craned his head back, releasing a heavy exhale. “Not as much as I would have liked…but it wouldn’t have looked great if the crown prince was drunk in front of his betrothed and her family.”

“And running away on the night of your betrothal is better?” Uriah leaned against the stone railing, glancing at the nearby guards. “Do these thoughts have anything to do with what you and Serein have been doing?”

Empty tombs, children’s screams, and hissing whispers soured the wine in his stomach. “Partially, I suppose…There’s so many things that aren’t what they seem. Every layer we pull back reveals more mysteries. I don’t know what my father truly plans to do, but I know it won’t end well for anyone,” Rameses whispered.

“Do you feel certain about this?”

“I know this…” Rameses’ exhale deflated him, and he leaned against the railing. “But I cannot ignore what’s been uncovered, as much as I want to.” I couldn’t leave Rasi behind, or Rahim. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to them, something that I allowed to happen and could have prevented. I wonder what power I really have to change anything.

Uriah placed a hand on Rameses’ shoulder. “Be sure that this is the decision you want to make,” he said. “The King has given me leave to visit my family for a bit in a few weeks. You could come with me and stay with us. The rest of my family would enjoy meeting you. It’d give you a chance to get away from the city for a while.”

“I have always wanted to meet them and see Wendale,” Rameses said with a smile. “But no doubt my mother wouldn’t let me leave when there’s wedding planning to be done.”

“You’ll need to be sober for that.”

“I will try. Just as I hope you will get some rest when you return home.”

Uriah’s arm dropped to his side. “I’ll do my best,” he said. “Are you alright now to go back to the diffa?”

“In a bit. I will stay out here just a bit longer to sober up. I promise I won’t run away. Ilderim won’t let me.” Rameses glanced at Ilderim and patted his shoulder.

Uriah headed back toward the audience hall. “I’ll get you some water to help,” the captain told him.

Rameses’ smile faded as Uriah slipped inside and disappeared into the crowds. He couldn’t shake the growing feeling of dread prickling beneath his skin.

People died when my father took the throne. He said no rule is without bloodshed, but how much will be spilled before there’s true peace? he thought. And will I actually be able to do it?
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PART III: SUN & STARS
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Seconds grated against Serein’s skin as she waited for Sethos to dismiss her. He held the signet ring and silver haya bracelet coated with Jafaar’s blood, the bag with his hands laying nearby. She watched him more intently each time she saw him. Anticipation hummed in her veins for the day when she would drive a blade into him. Once the crown was on Rameses’ head and their agreement completed, her vengeance could be enacted. The black beast rumbled, licking its lips at the thought.

“I trust no one saw you?” Sethos asked. The red words pooled across his desk, bleeding onto his papers.

“No one,” Serein replied, eager to clean the smell of death and sweat from her skin. Jafaar’s guards were probably shocked when they discovered his body. Sneaking out and locking that window wasn’t easy, but it’ll make for an interesting story as to how he died, she thought.

It’d been a week since Rameses’ name day diffa, and before Serein had left for her mission, his countenance had been one drink away from drowning, his focus gone. Serein buried her frustration in blood and the papers she stole from Jafaar’s study. His records revealed nothing out of the ordinary that provided proof of Sethos’ secret plots, only the trader’s crooked dealings, and his connection to Jabir.

I’ll try tracking Jabir down when I’m near the Harpy’s Chest again. Serein felt the cold metal collar around her neck and the hot bite of his whip raking across her back. He and the Warden deserve a visit.

Sethos put the ring and bracelet in the bag. “You will head to Idris in three days. There is a merchant noble in the region I want you to dispose of. Thallus Duval,” Sethos told her, his gold eyes pinning her to the spot. “He controls the salt and precious ores trade in the area. However, he has been funneling goods to enemy hands.”

Idris. The Old Kingdom. Her heart fluttered against her ribcage. Filtered sunlight and orange and blue laughter filled her vision to the point where she almost missed Sethos’ words. Idris is only a day or so ride from the Sava Forests. I’ll be so close to you, my Sun and Stars. After all these years…I could⁠—

“Kill him only. Leave his house undamaged.”

Serein blinked as the red bled across her eyes. Sethos slid a folded map across the desk. She opened it to find a sketch of Duval folded over the outline of the city of Idris. Narrow eyes, pudgy nose, a receding widow’s peak, and angular features.

Not much time to procure a body should this man be someone worth gaining information from, Serein thought. Her eyes kept drifting to the swath of forests between Wendale and the Old Kingdom. Why is he now sending me to the Old Kingdom?

“You are dismissed,” Sethos said and moved the scrolls near the inkwell closer to him.

Serein bowed her head and folded the papers in half, slipping them inside her robes. Serein left his study as dusk turned the white marble of the palace a dark purple and gray color, a darkening bruise that continued to spread as the lanterns in the halls burned brighter. Her heartbeat pounded through her bones and flowed down into her fingertips. Her body couldn’t contain the fiery pulse as it threatened to burst out of every scar she bore.

Sethos doesn’t know. He couldn’t possibly know where they are or that they exist, so this mission being so close to the Sava Forests is a coincidence. Uriah is the only one who knows where Luca and Astra are. Serein quickened her pace to her tower chambers. This all has an unsettling air to it. Testing my loyalty? And Xansas could be watching and waiting to see where I go.

Grasdan had crushed the sliver of hope of returning home, but now the flicker bloomed and began to sprout upward in her chest. Her dreams were the only places where she was safe to roam with Luca and Astra, waking up with the crushing ache in her chest when their laughter faded with the morning. Now, doubt arose again. It bled through the hope, stinging the back of her throat.

Serein unlocked the door to her chambers. Nala loped over and butted her head against Serein’s side. The warm, rough tongue scraped across Serein’s hand. She rubbed Nala’s chin and looked around for anything out of place. Rizwana’s presence was left behind in the straightened books on the shelf, dustless surfaces, and the lingering smell of jasmine blossoms she used to keep linens fresh.

To divert from the mission to see them…Would they even recognize me after all this time? Her hands tightened at her sides, nails digging into her palms. It’s a risk…but I don’t think I can wait another two years to see them again.

Serein’s bag hit the ground with a thud as she dropped it. She took the map out and set it on the desk next to a thick book with a faded, green camel hide cover and the title The Wasp and the Fig embossed on the front. Her focus shifted to the unfamiliar book, the smell of must wafting up as she lifted the cover. She flipped the yellowed pages until she found a fragment of paper toward the back. Rameses’ elegant handwriting stared back at her.

This book may be more to your liking. It has an assassin in it.

Serein closed the book and unhooked her weapons from her belt. Sand slid against her skin as she peeled away the outer layers of clothing. As she prepared to slip off the rest and head to the bathing chamber, a blue knock rapped on the door. Nala faced the sound, ears forward. Sighing, Serein turned on her heel.

Rameses stood in the hallway with I’timad, a roll of papers tucked under his arm. “Am I interrupting?” he asked with quiet golden words. In the dim, she saw the broken marks along his lips.

“You seem to be very good at it. I assume you have something urgent to tell me at this late hour?” she replied, looking at the black smudges at the ends of his fingers.

“I wanted to share some of the new library designs with you. It won’t take long.” He gave I’timad a smile that didn’t fully reach his eyes.

“By the time you come up with a design you like, there’ll be no trees left in Sarddon.” Serein stepped aside to let him in while the wali remained in the hallway. Wonder what he wants to really talk about.

The door shut, and Rameses straightened his gray qamis, frowning as he left a black streak across the fabric. “I was expecting you to return sooner.”

“This mission took longer because Jafaar is a paranoid man with an irritating amount of guards to get past,” she replied. “I see you left me a new book. Nothing hidden in it this time?”

“I just thought you might also enjoy it,” Rameses replied with a shrug and set the papers down.

“I don’t need to read fiction similar to my real life,” Serein told him. “Now, what is it you really want to talk about that couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”

Dragging in a heavy breath, Rameses wrung his hands together and stared out the window.

“We didn’t have much time to talk after my diffa about what happens now that I’m engaged,” he said. “If I attempt to overthrow my father, her family could break the betrothal and side with him because they are my mother’s cousins. Besides Hasim, Ilderim and my wali, and a handful of others, I don’t have the forces to ensure a peaceful transition. At my diffa, I listened to a few other noblemen expressing their disdain for the war, so there might be more I can contact.”

“If you married her, then you’d have the assurance that her family would side with you, should the need arise to call on their fleet and men. Her control of the ports in the north would be useful.”

“But this could plunge Sarddon into civil war. The remaining forces of the Old Kingdom could bolster and attack while Sarddon’s leadership transitions. Will I be influential enough to keep this kingdom together?” His words tumbled out in a golden cloud, charged with anxiousness. “I keep going through how it will play out, but all I see is bloodshed. Marrying Sabah now, knowing what will come, feels cruel. She would be another innocent caught up in all this, and I don’t want to hurt her. Turning against my family and what feels like my country still feels wrong even though it’s what’s right.”

She shifted and brushed sand off the back of her neck. “Time is running out, so we need to take the offensive soon. More people will be hurt by your inaction than if you make your move. We know what Sethos is doing and a bit of the why, and now we need to gather those who have their suspicions and are willing to stand against him.”

“You always suggest exercising caution and patience though,” he muttered.

“I do, but that’s different than refusing to make a move because you’re afraid.” If I had more time, I could have addressed this the day of his diffa. His resolve keeps waning and if it bends too much, it might break.

The edge in her voice made him flinch. “I don’t know how to be calm like you during all this.”

Serein frowned, the dull ache beneath her scars prodding her. “You think I’m calm? Far from it. Xansas being gone has only made this harder, and I always fear that he’ll suddenly strike out of nowhere. But despite that, I can’t let it upend me. Find a way to ride the waves before you crash against the rocks.”

He stared at her, a flash of hurt crossing his face. Serein sighed internally. Months ago his bruised feelings wouldn’t have bothered her, but now the mark her pale yellow words left made the ache sink into her chest.

“Your fears are valid but remember that dethroning a king won’t be without its pains and aftermath. He’s become a poison that needs to be drawn out from a wound. Sarddon will hurt for a while before it heals. Focus on doing what you know how to do best—negotiating deals.”

Rameses’ body unclenched, and he looked down at the building sketches in front of him. “I will talk to Hasim more then. See who else he knows in Oyon who distrusts my father.” He traced one of the dark lines of the library sketch.

“Had I known he was going to be there, I would’ve paid more attention to him. Perhaps I could’ve donned my Lady Accalia guise to speak with him.” Serein withdrew a thin sheaf of papers from her bag and tossed it onto the sketch. “Once I saw him, I was going to listen in on his conversation, but your sister wanted to talk. I only caught pieces of information. Seems more of his horses are going missing.”

Rameses nodded. “I’ve heard some of the stablemasters talking about that. Fewer of Hasim’s mares would be coming here for breeding because of it. I can use that to speak with him directly and maybe test the waters of his loyalty to my father. If it goes well, we might have a chance to meet with him together.”

“It’ll have to be after I return,” Serein said. That will give Rameses something else to focus on other than his betrothal. “Sethos is sending me to the Old Kingdom.”

Rameses’ eyes snapped to her face. “Who is he sending you after?” he asked.

“A man named Thallus Duvall. A salt and ore merchant in Idris.”

“The name is familiar, but I don’t know him. Will you keep him alive?”

Serein closed her eyes. “Not a lot of time to plan an escape for him, but if he’s useful, then I’ll try.”

“You and Uriah will both be gone again soon.” She opened her eyes and stared at him. “He’s leaving in a few days to be with his family for a bit. He will be gone almost a month.”

“I didn't think your father could bear to have him gone from Oyon again,” she said. “Nala will be here to keep you company. With any luck, you hopefully will have made progress and started a coup in my absence.”

A wan smile broke across Rameses’ face. “I think my dogs are beginning to think I love Nala more than them,” he chuckled as the smile melted away. “Will this be your first time going home since you were in Grasdan?”

The scar across Serein’s chest tightened as she took a deep breath, keeping the sound of crackling flames and screams at bay. “My home is in the north, and I’ve not seen it since I was a child.” The tenth bell rang, and she looked up. “But yes, I’ve not been back to the Old Kingdom since I was in prison.”

“You will get to go home again, Serein. I promise,” Rameses said as he picked up the papers, hiding the packet among them. His words picked at old wounds.

She clung to the memories of home as they seemed to grow more distant and out of reach. “The thing about promises, princeling, is that they’re notoriously hard to keep.”
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Tense quiet hung in the air around Uriah in place of the usual discussion the generals and captains provided. Sethos bent over the map table in the war council chamber, his arms crossed.  The Malik’s guards and Kamau lined the edges of the room while Sethos moved figurines across the table. Uriah’s report had long since faded from the air, and he waited for permission to leave.

The King usually doesn’t get lost in thought like this. There must be more news from the front that is weighing on him, Uriah thought, hands clasped behind his back as he stood by the doors.

Sethos straightened and cast Uriah a glance, making him stiffen. “You have spent a lot of time observing the assassin Serein, Captain Stormheir,” the King said.

Uriah hid the confusion from his face, questions rising up. “I have, Your Majesty. It was necessary until I could make sure Rameses and everyone else was safe in case she was a threat.”

“Do you not think she is a threat anymore? She is an assassin after all. They do not ever stop being dangerous unless they are taken out.”

The words chilled Uriah, and he swallowed. “She…has proven her loyalty to you and your family since Aikhtiar. She’s only dangerous to her enemies.”

“It is clear who the Ravanassë view as enemies, regardless of their sworn loyalty. Their blood ties run deep.” Sethos moved around the corner to face the Old Kingdom side. “And I am going to test how deep the ties run.”

“Do you…distrust her for a particular reason, Your Majesty?” Cold dread trickled into his chest. Does he suspect her of working against him? Or about what she and Rameses are doing?

“I do not trust assassins and others of that ilk, even those who work for me. Regardless of what loyalties she swore to this crown, she is hiding things,” Sethos told him.

“Have Il-Makah or the other Golden Jackals discovered anything to suggest that she is?” Uriah asked.

“I know she frequents seedy places in Oyon and goes out at night, although my spies are not always able to follow her. She is able to lose them more often than I would like. I doubt all of it is in pursuit of the White Snake.”

Does that mean he knows about the times I went with Serein to the brothel? What else does he know and isn’t mentioning? His fingers brushed against the shape of the rock in his pocket, but he hesitated to grab it while in the presence of the Malik.

“I am sending her to Idris in a few days for her next mission, and one of the Golden Jackals will tail her. I cannot always spare spies to follow her, but with her going to the Old Kingdom, I need to make sure she is completing her missions and not diverting in any way.”

“And if you find that she isn’t?” Uriah asked, dreading the answer.

“She will be dealt with like all enemies of Sarddon.”

Uriah had witnessed enough executions in the bloodied city square and knew about the prisons beneath the palace. At one point, he wouldn’t have thought twice about viewing Serein with suspicion, but now the waters were muddled.

“What if I followed her, Your Majesty?” The words left Uriah’s mouth before he realized what he was saying. Sethos’ gaze snapped to him and the cold realization of what he’d asked washed over the captain.

“You follow her?” Sethos asked. “Why would you suggest such a thing, Captain Stormheir?”

“I only want to do my duty to protect Sarddon and the crown. You yourself said that you can’t always spare spies, so let me go instead. I’m familiar with her habits, and my time on the front makes me familiar with the landscape. If she’s up to something, I want to know about it before it comes back to bite us.”

“Her mission would take several weeks, and you would need to stay in Idris for a time.”

“I would be taking the same route for part of the way on my way to Wendale. If you allow me, I can follow her to Idris before I go see my family until she passes through the checkpoints and completes her mission.” Will this work? Or will he suspect me of wanting to follow her for other reasons? If I do this, at least I can prove that she’s not doing anything to endanger Rameses and the king.

“I have only granted you three weeks to visit your family. Should I allow more time to have the city’s captain of the guard be gone from the city?”

Uriah swallowed. “Firoz is more than capable of handling the guards and the city’s affairs in my absence. That is what he’s being trained for.”

Sethos looked back at the map, stroking his beard as he crossed his other arm. The silence crept in again, and constricted around Uriah. His fingers brushed against the rock to calm himself.

“I suppose it could work. I will allow it,” the Malik said quietly. “Follow her and make sure she is accomplishing her task. Report anything amiss. If you see her meeting with anyone, send word back to me immediately. Tell no one of this. I do not want your friendship with my son to cause you to forget where your primary loyalties lie, Captain Stormheir.”

“I…understand, Your Majesty,” Uriah replied, inclining his head. Relief flooded through him, releasing the knotted tension between his shoulder blades.

“You may take an additional two weeks in Wendale once she completes her mission. If you are able to return sooner, I would prefer it.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty. I will do my best to return to Oyon as soon as possible.”

Bowing, Uriah left the war chamber, the weight of what he’d agreed to do resting on his shoulders. The fading light scarcely warmed the cold air clinging to the palace hallways as he made his way back to his chambers, barely registering the servants and guards he passed. When he finally made it to his room and shut the door, he let the silence envelope him while his mind raced.

Follow Serein to Idris…How am I going to do that without her knowing? He glanced at the half folded clothes on the bed from when the servant had interrupted his packing to summon him to the war room. Dare I try to warn her? If the king finds out…and if Serein finds out before I can explain everything, she’ll distrust me even more.

He stuffed the rest of his clothes in his traveling pack before grabbing his thicker cloak from the chest. The smell of cedar hit his nose as he rummaged around his clothes. The repetitive movements helped him sort through his tumultuous thoughts.

Uriah straightened and brushed strands of hair out of his face. A reflective blue glint hit his eye, and he blinked, turning around. Fading sunlight hit the glittering stones on his desk and threw a rainbow of fractals around the chamber. He looked over the rocks, counting them and finding one he didn’t recognize in the middle. Uriah picked up the blue geode chunk with a crystalized center that formed a hollow eye.

I don’t remember this one. Did Rameses move my things around again or leave this here? He ran his thumb across the smooth-cut edges, the cool dark blue surface grounding him. Blue agate. Peace. Serenity.

It gave a dull thunk as he set it back down. The sun had dropped behind the palace walls, leaving darkness behind. He glanced at the half covered map on his desk with the familiar path to Wendale charted out, and his gaze drifted to Idris farther west.

The Malik is growing suspicious. I have to find a way to warn her and Rameses before it’s too late…
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Blood dripped off pale skin, running onto the ground where dark pools congealed. Xansas Regor tilted his head and stared at the dead man prostrated at his feet. With a nudge of his boot, he knocked the corpse over. Where eyes had been dark holes now oozed. Secrets had spewed from the twisted mouth before it ceased to make sound. Thick shadows drew closer as the candle next to him melted down. The smell of iron and loosened bowels seeped through the room.

Xansas pulled out a cloth and cleaned the three-inch serrated claws strapped to his hands. The Viper’s Teeth. He picked off ribbons of flesh and gore. Twin black and white snakes rippled over muscle, intertwined permanently in ink on his arm right.

A disappointing kill. Too bad he didn’t bleed gold with all the money he offered in exchange for his life, he thought, brushing his white hair over his shoulder. The snake-shaped bone earring brushed against his hand.

Quiet footsteps from behind made him turn. He met the hazel gaze of his right hand, Nero Kenway. Nero pulled his hood over his shaved head with red-stained hands, hiding the blocky lines of dark tattoos running along his skull. His mouth disappeared behind his thick beard, silence wrapping around him like a shroud. Blood splattered his chest plate armor beneath his cloak.

“Why are you here, Nero? You’re a bit late to help. Or did you get bored waiting in town?” Xansas asked, taking in the blood. I was going to leave most of the guards alone, but I suppose it’s easier to walk past dead men.

“She’s on the move again. She left Oyon a day ago,” Nero replied, wiped blood from his hands along the side of his breeches. “For the Old Kingdom.”

Xansas’s face lit into a smile. His index finger stopped along one of the serrated edges of the Viper’s Teeth. “Oh? This is new. My volchitsa is returning home. Who has the Murderous King ordered her to kill there?”

“I don’t know. The Captain of the Guard also left around the same time she did, but there are whispers that he was sent to follow her.”

Xansas frowned. “Odd that Sethos didn’t send one of his Jackals. Has the captain been ordered to kill her?” Has Sethos become distrustful of her? If he has, that’s dangerous for her.

“No. He’s only following her.”

Xansas sighed and touched the leather pouch around his neck. “She’ll kill him before he has a chance to strike her. I have no doubt that she’ll return. When she does, I’ll be eager to share with her the information about Shahrban Tufail. I’m sure she’ll find it very enlightening.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to kill the king now while his captain is away?” Nero asked, crossing his thick arms over his armored chest. “Serein’s been helping to stop you for months. It is unlike you to put off a job for so long.”

Sneering, Xansas shot Nero a look in the dying candlelight. “Not yet. There’s one more piece needed to make his downfall complete. Return to the hideout. Soon, I’ll send word for Raxor or Flynn to assist me when it’s time to kill Sethos.” I know how much you desired to kill the man yourself, Serein, so I’ll give you the chance. We’ll do it together, he thought and glanced down at the dead man before heading to the unlocked window. You’ll realize that there’s no safe place for you except back home where you belong.

The candle sputtered and plunged the room into darkness. A sliver of moonlight bled across the bloody footprints left on the floor.

“Mayte has been leaving messages for you at the meeting locations in Oyon. What should be done about her?” Nero asked. “Should I have someone take care of her before the city guards get to her?”

Xansas opened the window and peered over the edge into the empty riad below. The cool night air touched the flecks of dried blood along his skin.

“Mayte, Mayte. Little Mayfly. I’ll deal with Mayte when I return. She’s too much of a liability now to be left alive,” he replied, swinging a leg over the edge, and climbed downward into the dark courtyard below. Soon, my volchitsa. Soon we’ll be together again. And this time I won’t let you go.
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Serein pulled her horse to a stop on top of a dune. The heat drew every drop of sweat to the surface of her skin. Purple wind blasted across the desert, stirring up granules of sand into the shimmering air. For the past three days, despite the nagging worry, she entertained the possibility of following the familiar path through the trees to the house hidden in the verdant folds. The pain of not seeing the hidden part of her heart prodded the space beneath her ribs like a dagger.

She glanced over her shoulder, spying a dark speck in the distance. They’re still following me, she thought. Too close to be a coincidence. Could it be Xansas, or did Sethos send someone to follow me?

Serein urged the silver mare onward, trying to leave the unease behind. Shadows moved and shifted away from the sun. The colors darkened with the passing hours and the starry pelt of night rolled over the desert, softening the edges of the world. Every hour or so, she would glance back to see the person still tailing her in the distance.

Her hands tightened around the reins. They’re persistent, she thought. I’ll have to take care of them. The desert is a good place to bury a body.
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Serein’s unrelenting pace proved difficult for Uriah to keep up with no matter how many towns she stopped in. She didn’t stop at the makeshift garrison set up miles from Baltha Gorge. Uriah kept his camp on the outskirts and behind dunes, the hood of his rida’ always pulled over his face, a scarf hiding his features. He had managed to ride for almost two weeks without being spotted, but the worry of Serein recognizing him across the wide-open desert persisted even as the rolling barrenness unrolled into outskirts of the Locklin Forests.

What has Serein been doing that would make him so suspicious of her? Uriah thought, Tân’s muscles rippling beneath him as the horse continued her canter. He kept wearing the question down until the edges were smooth, but the answers didn’t reveal themselves.

Uriah continued to follow the Silver Road for hours until the morning turned into late afternoon. The Old Kingdom forests drew closer, and Uriah could smell the trees and damp soil from recent rains. The sight of them brought unease into the air around him. He couldn’t shake the feeling clinging to the back of his neck like a cold prickle as he rode closer to them. Trees grew into monstrous spires, wide and ancient, their branches scraping the sky with green fingertips. Uriah tried to tamp down the blurred memories that came on the scent of water and blood.

He took a deep breath, holding it until the smell of his horse and the damp earth were all that filled his nose. They’re just forests. I don’t have to go through them. She should be heading southwest around the Sava Forests toward the garrison by Idris anyway. It’s the quickest way.

He pulled Tân to a stop on a hill to let her catch her breath, peering through his spyglass as Serein rode about a mile ahead. Locklin Forest stretched into the western horizon before melting into the edges of the Sava Forests at the Old Kingdom’s border with Sarddon. The foggy outlines of the Gwain Mountains past Baltha Gorge in the southwest rose toward the sky, wrapping around Wendale like the spine of a dragon his mother used to tell stories about. He gripped the reins as his gaze kept drifting in the direction of home.

By the Wind let her not be doing anything that proves the King’s suspicions…

The sinking sun cast a burnished hue over the landscape, and Serein kept a quick pace ahead of him. As she neared the Sava Forests, her horse continued along the Silver Road instead of heading southwest toward Idris along the forests’ edges and the Gwain Mountains.

Why is she heading toward the Plains of Dimbar? That’ll make her journey longer, and she would know that…Worry twisted like a worm in his stomach as he tugged on the reins to turn the mare to follow.

Serein drew closer to the dark green and ruddy-colored Sava Forests. Shadows stretched across the fields of tall grass and purple heather. Uriah tried to keep pace as Serein’s horse pulled farther away, disappearing into the forest. Red gnarled trunks of the Agarwaen trees sprouted from the ground as if formed from the earth and blanketed the hills for miles. Stories said the color was from the blood of those slain on the Plains of Dimbar thousands of years ago. Fed by the carnage, the forest grew, dyed maroon as a reminder of those who died in the battles.

Uriah stopped at the edge of the tree line while Serein disappeared into the forests. When he had been sent to the front, his squadron had gone around the Red Woods rather than venture through it. Although magic was dead, things crept out of the forest and attacked anyone who entered. Unexplainable illnesses ravaged people who tried to cut down the red trees for the expensive wood, and savage beasts kept people at bay. The Sava Forests became a cursed spot on the land, superstitions and rumors creating a strong deterrent against entering.

A chill oozing like a miasma from the tangle of trees crawled up Uriah’s spine. Every bone in his body urged him to stay away from the forests.

They're only trees. There’s no magical curse. Serein went in. It can’t be that dangerous. But why would she diverge from her path? Uriah thought and gripped his stone pendant. Stone protect me, Fire strengthen me, Water purify me, Wind guide me…
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The girl gripped the saddle horn as the horse sped through the night. Autumn’s chilly wind cut at her with amethyst claws. Pain wrapped around her stomach with each mile, becoming a tight pressure every couple of minutes. The forests welcomed her with red arms until she could ride no more. She found a crude peace in the quiet, a solace from the loud, colorful world chasing after her.

Darkness wrapped around the girl, the stars hidden by the branches. She stopped the horse and clutched her stomach, gasping. Pale yellow breaths mixed with the goldenrod snorts. The girl climbed off the saddle and nearly cried out as she stumbled. Wetness seeped through her trousers, and she sank to the ground. The cold air had melted, leaving behind a humid breath of the unfamiliar forest. Breathing through pain, the girl started a fire. Dark, purple screeches in the woods raised the hairs on her neck, and she gripped her dagger. Each fresh contraction stopped her, her trembling breaths twisting into stifled cries.

Too soon. Too soon, her pounding heart said.

She gripped the horse’s reins and tried to remove the saddle. The horse pawed the ground, snorting and shaking its head. The girl fumbled through the bags for clothes and healing supplies before the next contraction came. She grasped her waterskin before the pain brought her to her knees. Tears stung her eyes, and she leaned against a tree, nails digging into the bark. The blanket she dragged from the horse bunched around the tangled roots breaking through the grassy ground.

The girl searched her mind for any advice but found none. Breathing was all she could do. She tasted blood from her gnawed lips, muscles straining while she tried to breathe. The girl removed her soiled trousers and undergarments, blood and water drying on her trembling legs. A gasping cry left her, and she braced herself against the tree. The bark scraped her cheek, sweat stinging the cuts.

Another contraction moved down her back and clenched her abdomen, invisible hands trying to twist her organs. Her knees hit the ground and groaned, the smell of blood growing thicker around her.

[image: ]


The silver mare shook her head as she stood tied to a red tree. Serein kicked dirt over the remnants of her fire and removed the traces of her camp. Dawn lingered a few hours off, and she reapplied the mint and citrus oils to the back of the horse and on her gray rida’. Serein looked back into the dark heart of Sava Forest as dark coral birdcalls pierced the mulberry-colored rustling leaves. She had seen long-legged shadows moving through the overhead branches, and the thick silken strands left to trap the unsuspecting.

It’s been nearly two weeks, and I’m still being followed. A horse from Sarddon and the riding style to match. Probably one of Sethos’ Jackals, she thought, touching the daggers at her sides. I’ll have to take care of them unless the spiders do.

Hopping onto the horse, she urged the mare through the thick brush. The faint opalescent currents of magic rippled the air, fragile as the morning mist dissolving in the humid air. Sunlight pooled on the forest floor as it clawed its way through the canopy. Dark green voronwa vines and their ash gray flower pods preparing to bloom entangled the tree trunks. Crisp, earthy smells filled her nose. Through Serein’s scarred chest, trickles of sentiment managed to slip in and take up residence against her ribs, warming the dark corners as she thought of the years spent hiding in the forest with her children. Each cell in her body felt alive with a wild energy. For a moment, she forgot about the weight of her scars or being followed.

I’m going to have to take care of this problem. Serein urged the horse off the familiar paths into the darker heart of Sava’s woods. I won’t let them find my children.

Uriah’s gaze darted to every shadow that moved in the shifting light filtering through the trees. Compared to Locklin, the Sava Forest was wild with untamed vegetation, humid and warmer. Rusty tears ran down the knobby eyes of the trees, staining the scaly bark. Thick vines and bushes reached out through the trunks, threatening to swallow him up. Bestial cries rang out, bird calls echoed from unknown locations, and brightly colored feathers flashed through the branches. He thought he saw larger shapes in the forests that didn’t look like the deer or boars. There were rumors that large cats stalked the shadows.

He followed the broken branches and the hoofprints in the trampled ground after he had lost sight of Serein. His sleep had been fitful, filled with distorted nightmares and the sound of clicking around his camp. Uriah found it hard to keep his eyelids from drooping and he constantly tried to rub the creeping exhaustion from his eyes.

Suddenly, the trail vanished, swallowed up by thick undergrowth. Thorns gouged at his legs and tugged at his trousers. Where’s the trail? he thought, a jolt of worry coursing through him.

Tân slowed, snorting, ears flicking back and forth. She had made her reservations about entering the forest known, and Uriah whispered to her to try and calm her—and himself. All around him, the trees began closing in, clear ground turning into tangled roots and thick vines with ash-colored flowers with fiery centers. The smell of the woods brought him back to when he was an eighteen-year-old soldier on the front, trekking through hostile territory with his squadron.

This forest isn’t the same one we were ambushed in, he told himself to calm the worries that kept slipping through the cracks. Why would Serein go off the trail when the forest is so thick? Her horse couldn’t possibly move through it without leaving signs. Does she know she’s being followed?

His boots squelched in the muddy ground as he dismounted. Unsheathing his sword, Uriah hacked away at the brambles. His horse pawed at the ground and snorted as she trailed behind reluctantly. Minutes dripped off the leaves while he made a path, seeping into puddles with the water droplets. After an hour of cutting through the forest, he was covered in red sap, mud, and sweat. The sunlight turned into a cloudy gray as a fine rain fell.

No wonder no one comes into this place, Uriah thought, cursing under his breath. No one can get through it without being driven mad! How did Serein get through here? Am I…lost?

He stopped to catch his breath. The humid air of the forest pressed against him, making the dark tunic under his cuirass armor stick to his skin. Uriah stared up at the cracks of light poking through the leaves, immersed in the disorienting aura of the forest as he blinked rain from his eyes. A cold hand traveled up his spine as the trees creaked and dark shadows moved nearby.

A jarring screech jolted him out of the trance, and his sweaty grip on his sword tightened. Sucking in a deep breath, Uriah took his waterskin and splashed cool water over his face. The tourmaline was smooth against his fingers as he touched it, reciting the mantra to ground himself.

I need to find the trail again, but I don’t know where she was heading. I can't risk leaving Tân behind and scouting ahead. Uriah pulled out his compass, the small needle pointing behind him. There’s still a chance I can find her once I figure out which direction I’m heading⁠—

The ground slammed into him, his head smacking into the mud. His arms were wrenched behind his back. Tân whinnied and branches snapped nearby. Sharp pain jolted through his shoulder and the side of his head, his thoughts scattering. A boot pushed down on his fingers until he released the sword, and a knee dug into his spine. The whisper of steel pressed against his throat, and the strong smell of citrus and mint hit his nose.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t leave you for dead in these woods, Captain Stormheir,” the familiar accented voice said in his ear, sharp and cutting.

“Serein?!” Uriah gasped, blinking through the mud coating his eyes. Rocks and broken twigs pushed into his cheek as he tried to twist around. “What the hell are you doing?!”

The blade pressed harder into his skin, and he froze, heart hammering as the nick of pain throbbed in time with his pulse. Despite the fear, he felt a wave of relief.

“An ironic question for the man who’s following me,” she said. “You have one chance to tell me what you’re doing here. Make the words count.”

Her accusing tone struck him like a blow between his shoulder blades. He sucked in a breath. A dismembered skull stared back at him through the tangled underbrush, empty eye sockets filled with spider webs. A line of ants moved through the muddy leaves and he felt a few of them moving by his hand.

“Are you going to kill me if I tell you?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“His Majesty was going to send one of the Jackals after you, to follow you. I offered to go instead,” Uriah said, twisting his head to glimpse at her face.

Her normal mocking grin was replaced by glowering anger and a flicker of something else he couldn’t place. “Why did you volunteer to follow me? You don’t have the stealth of a Jackal.”

“He doesn’t fully trust you. He wanted to have you followed to make sure you’re doing your job and not diverting from it. If he’s looking for any excuse to find fault in you, I thought that following you instead of one of his spies would help…protect you.” He swallowed, an ache moving through his scarred shoulder as she continued to push down on him.

“And why should I believe you? You could have told me Sethos wanted to send someone to follow me before I left.”

“I tried, but there wasn’t time,” he said. “The King knows that we’re working together to stop Xansas, but I felt it would be risky to try and meet face to face after I accepted this mission. I even tried to get a message to Rizwana but wasn’t able to.” Mud seeped through his beard as his jaw moved against the ground. “Can you let me up so we can have this conversation more easily?”

“Did you follow me to confirm your own suspicions that I’m up to no good?” She didn’t get up.

“No. I only did this to try and dissuade any of the King’s suspicions. My oath is to the crown, but I told you I wouldn’t do anything to endanger you or your children. Rameses still needs you, and I won’t do anything to put him at risk either.”

Every second pounded against his eardrums as Serein stared down at him, not saying a word. The bright blue of her eyes tore him back layer by layer. Tân whinnied and stomped her hooves against the ground, making Serein stiffen. Something moved in the branches behind her, a dark shape. Startled birds screeched as their blue and yellow feathers flashed against the green.

Serein’s gaze snapped to the trees as she withdrew her weapon from his throat and stood. Uriah scrambled to his feet, the front of his clothes splattered with mud. It caked his beard, and he spat out bits of dirt that had gotten into his mouth. He wiped the grime off his face before picking his sword off the ground. Uriah touched his neck and felt the slice from her dagger. He grabbed Tân’s reins as the horse paced and edged away from the trees.

“Why did you come into these woods instead of heading directly to Idris?” he asked. “This is a longer route to take.”

Twigs snapped in the distance and birds shot through the branches overhead, startling Uriah. Tân’s ears were pinned against her head, nostrils flaring. Serein glanced at the tangle of trees around them.

“Is there something out there?” Something’s got Tân spooked. This whole place is unnerving.

“Shut up and keep your sword ready,” Serein told him sharply.

The broad fern leaves rustled as a mottled red and gray spider the size of a dog lunged at them. Its eight long legs longer than a man’s arm trampled the foliage. Obsidian eyes caught the faint sunlight steaming down as its thick, red fanged mouth opened. Tân reared up, nearly knocking Uriah over. He struggled to keep his grip on the reins and his sword as the creature skittered toward him. Adrenaline rushed into his veins as he readied himself to strike.

A blade flashed through the air and struck the spider in between its eyes, sinking in down to the hilt. The spider seized up, and its fangs clicked. Its legs thrashed as Serein rushed forward and embedded her other blade into the top of its abdomen. Milky white oozed out of both wounds, and the spider curled up before lying still. Serein pulled her weapons free and cleaned them on the broad leaves of a plant.

Uriah struggled to keep his horse from bolting, trying to breathe his fear out. “What the hell is that?!” he asked, pointing his sword at the spider. Tân’s frightened whinnies echoed through the trees.

“A spider. I thought you could tell,” she said and put away her weapons.

“That wasn’t like any spider I’ve seen before!” Uriah snapped. How can a spider get that big? He looked around at the trees, waiting for another one to jump out. What else is out there?

“Not all the giant spiders were killed off when the war started. The people in these forests hunt them, and if you cook them right, they make a decent meal—if you don’t get killed by them first.”

“How likely are we to encounter more?” Uriah asked. He muttered soothing words to Tân until she settled, her nostrils flaring and eyes not leaving the dead spider. His hand stung where the reins had cut into his skin.

“These forests are their home, so the chances are likely.” Serein held up a dark glass vial. “This will keep them away for the most part.”

“What is it?”

“A blend of orange and peppermint and other oil extracts they don’t like.”

“And that’s supposed to be enough? It didn’t seem very effective at stopping this one.”

She uncorked the vial and dabbed a generous amount on her wrists and the hem of her cloak. “I said for the most part. If a spider is determined enough or hungry enough, it won’t matter,” she said, her gaze icy as she put the cork back on. “If you don’t want to be left here to deal with more spiders on your own, you’re going to tell me the truth. Why are you really following me?”

“I already told you. I volunteered so the King wouldn’t send one of the Jackals. He’s looking for any evidence that you might be disloyal, and I wanted to make sure neither he nor you had anything to worry about.” What else can I say to get her to believe me? She wouldn’t really leave me here, would she?

“Because you’re also looking to see if I’m up to no good,” she said and backed away into the trees, the shadows obscuring her face.

An icy trickle of fear ran down his spine as the leaves seemed to swallow her up. “I’m telling you the truth! I’m not trying to spy on you, only follow you to your mission so I can tell the King that you’re not doing anything for him to be suspicious of!” he told her, searching the forest for her as he followed. Tân skirted around the spider and tried to pull him back. “I swear on the Stones that I’m telling you the truth! I’m trying to help you!”

Silence followed his words. Sweat stung the tiny cuts on his cheek from when he’d fallen, his pulse growing louder in his ears. After a few moments, the vial shot out from the shadowy foliage, and he caught it. Uriah uncorked the vial and sniffed it, the strong citrus and mint smell chasing away the damp odor of mud and decaying foliage.

“We need to move before more spiders come,” Serein said, her disembodied voice moving farther away. “They become more active when the sun goes down.”

The fire crackled and spat out sparks, illuminating a small clearing of the forest while inky night surrounded Uriah and Serein. Uriah chewed on a strip of greasy meat from a small bird and sliced through the bumpy green skin of a chirimoya fruit Serein found. He broke the fruit open and plucked the shiny black seeds from the soft white flesh inside. Their horses stood tied to a tree behind them, drinking from the small burbling creek.

The silence between them was cut by howls and the loud chittering of insects. Uriah’s sword remained close by. Serein hadn’t said much to him the last couple hours they spent trekking through the humid forest. She tended to the fire, unbothered by the sounds coming from the growing dark.

Through the woodsmoke he smelled the citrus and mint mixture on his cleaned skin. So far it seems to be working to keep those spiders away, he thought. Clearing his throat, Uriah said, “You still haven’t told me why you’re in this forest instead of heading to Idris directly.”

Serein glanced at him, lips greasy as she tossed small bones into the fire. She got up and went over to her horse to grab a bedroll. The blanket hit the leaf litter on the other side of the campfire, her features hard against the shadowy firelight.

“Are you really going to ignore me?” he asked, frowning. “I told you that I’m not going to betray you, but you have to know this looks suspicious. Help me understand why you’re here.”

Serein drank from her waterskin. “I’m taking the first watch,” she replied.

Uriah sighed through his nose, swallowing the sticky, sweet fruit to stop the cutting words building up behind his teeth from escaping.

I thought we had gotten past this. I don’t know what else I can do to convince her to believe me, he thought and looked back into the flames. She hasn’t left me to wander the forest alone yet, but maybe she’s just taking me farther in so that no one will be able to find my body.
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Jabbar’s hooves clacked against the hard-packed streets as Rameses and Ilderim rode through Oyon. Gulls cried overhead, a few landing nearby to swipe scraps of discarded food off the ground. The heat drew sweat along his skin underneath the plain robes he wore. Colorful buildings littered the Amber District, draped in flowering bougainvillea and jasmine.

The large green dome of the medersa cast its shadow across the people passing by its marble steps. Two giant statues of Saint Faysal and Alath held up the carved facade with the phrase “A mind deprived of knowledge is a ship without wind in its sails” inscribed in bronze. Students in gray robes milled around the steps and under the archways. Melted candles formed an array of colors at the stone feet of the statues, each one an offered prayer to the Saints of Knowledge. Rameses remembered fonder memories of his youth of lighting his own candles before exams.

Rameses pulled Jabbar to a stop and dismounted. “This brings back so many memories,” he told Ilderim and passed the reins to the man tending to several other horses tied beneath a shady covering. “Sometimes I miss attending classes. Things were so much simpler then.” A time when I wasn’t worried about becoming Malik or being suspicious of my own father…

He stared up at the House of Knowledge as he climbed the steps and crossed into the gilded entryway of the university. The smell of papers and the warm, woody scent of oud incense hit his nose, pulling him back five years ago when he wore the same gray robes and walked the halls of the medersa. The circular entryway branched off into twelve different corridors with lecture halls like holes in a honeycomb.

Rameses turned down a familiar black and white geometric tiled hallway. He pushed open the iron doors detailed with renderings of Faysal and Alath, and stepped into the library. Students stood around shelves and pored over manuscripts at low tables. Rameses inhaled the comforting scent of books and the burning beeswax candles in glass sconces.

“You remember that I spent most of my schooling time here. You would stand look out when I was here well after hours,” Rameses told Ilderim.

“It’s amazing you managed to graduate at all, Rameses,” came a low voice. “I found you asleep in here more than I saw you in class.”

A heavyset Ginjarrian woman appeared from behind a shelf of yellowed scrolls, wearing a crooked grin. Gray and white robes wrapped around her, tied at the waist with two blue and green scarves. The pale colors brought out the dark brown complexion of her skin. Thick braids were pulled back off her face and tied back with a red ribbon. She stood as tall as him, her coffee-colored eyes holding a deep mirth and sharp intelligence.

“It is good to see you, Azmera,” Rameses said, breaking into a smile as he walked up to her. He gestured to the scarves. “I see you finally finished your courses. The colors of healing and religion suit you. You were pursuing three the last time we saw each other.”

“I finished them and became head archivist,” Azmera said as he kissed her cheeks. The smell of ink and oranges wafted off her skin. “I’ve been thinking about starting the smithing path, but I already have my hands full here and with the lectures I’ve been asked to give.”

“Soon you will have taken all the classes the medersa has to offer, and there will be nothing left for you to learn.”

“You of all people should know that there’s always something new to learn. Those who claim otherwise are narrow-minded fools.”

“So very true.” Still as sharp as ever. She could probably match Serein’s wit. “Ilderim, do you remember Azmera? She was a classmate of mine.”

Ilderim nodded to her. “You have become quite accomplished since the last time we met,” he said.

Azmera placed her hands on her hips, eyeing Rameses. “I know you didn’t come here to admire the library, not with the one you have at the palace. Or have you finally started on your dream library and want to employ me?”

He shook his head. “Still in the planning stages, but when it’s completed, there’s no one I would entrust to run it besides you. I’m here to look at the library’s older collection of tomes.” He lowered his voice. “Especially ones about the Old Kingdom and their myths.”

She straightened, head tilting to the side. “That might be the strangest request I’ve ever heard you utter,” she said. “What’s your interest in those texts?”

“You know me. I cannot resist a good story,” Rameses told her. “With all that’s happened with the Old Kingdom the last several years, I have been interested in learning more about their culture. However, the palace library has limited books about Sarlyria. I was hoping the House of Knowledge would still have the information I’m looking for.” Serein might chide me for being so open about what I’m searching for, but me inquiring about old documents isn’t suspicious. Even if someone is watching, it will seem like I’m catching up with an old friend.

Azmera glanced around and inclined her gaze to a latticed gate past two columns. “There might be something in the restricted section,” she muttered, pulling out a key from her belt.

“You don’t have everything memorized yet?” Rameses followed her. “I thought you would, considering all the time we spent in there.”

The key thunked in the lock, and Azmera snorted as she opened the door. “Neither of us spent much time memorizing the books in here. Although, ever since you left, I’ve had a lot more time to get actual work done, and I have been able to memorize almost everything in the library.”

Past the gate was a cavernous room with wall-to-wall shelves and cabinets. Lanterns flickered in the alcoves, and Rameses breathed in the comforting, musty smell. Seems smaller than I remember, he thought, gaze roaming over gilded leather spines and vellum scrolls wrapped in fabric cords. It looks like some new texts I don’t recognize. I’m almost tempted to put off looking for myths about the Old Kingdom and read through some of these other ones. Another time.

Ilderim stood by the gate while Rameses and Azmera wandered through the archive room. The archivist led the prince toward the back where stacks of books threatened to spill out onto the floor. Azmera’s brow furrowed, and her tongue pushed against the inside of her lower lip as she stared at the tomes.

Her dark gaze flicking to him for a moment before she turned to another shelf. “Yasmine mentioned to me you were breaking things off with her and anyone else you were involved with since you’re now betrothed,” Azmera said suddenly and pulled down a thin book, blowing dust off the cover.

Rameses stared at her. “I didn’t realize you two still talked. But yes, I did. I don’t want to dishonor my future wife.” The word sounded strange on his tongue.

“We talk occasionally when she’s in Oyon or when she sends me a letter asking a question to help with her business. I’m interested to see how you’ll do with marriage.”

“I’m sure in time I will learn how to adjust to it…” Rameses said as he tried to make out the faded script on the spine of one of the books, unable to read the lettering. “Have you considered settling down? I seem to recall that your father always wanted to pair you with one of the local tribal leaders.”

Azmera held the book out to him. “The agreement would be that I would marry when I finished my schooling, something he still abides by.”

“Ah, now it all makes sense. Keep taking classes to avoid truly leaving this place,” Rameses said with a wink as he ran a hand along the plain gray cover with a worn embossing of a tree.

“I’ve managed to phrase it as the more knowledge I have, the better asset I’ll be to whomever I marry and my family. That seemed to please him, although he frequently moans about not having another grandchild,” she told him. “This book is about the history of the early Sarlyrian kingdom, but there’s a bit of mythology mixed into it. Others you can find on this shelf. Most are written in old Sarlyrian, but I have come across some written in Common.”

“Thank you, Azmera. This is very helpful. I’m sure I will be back in the future if I don’t manage to read through what you have here today,” Rameses said. It’s a shame I can’t take anything from the medersa to study. Hopefully, I brought enough paper to write down any useful information, he thought, feeling the papers hidden inside his tan qamis rustling.

“The House of Knowledge is always happy to provide what it can.” She dipped her head into a bow. “If you need anything, you can find me or a scribe. Try not to fall asleep on any of the manuscripts. They’re far too old to end up as stains on your face.”

“That only happened once.”

The briefest of smiles graced her lips as she turned and left. Rameses took a few scrolls from the shelf and a dark volume with a stained cover. He set them down on the ledge in one of the alcoves before sitting on the cushioned bench. Dust swirled as he opened the book and gently separated the yellowed pages. Faded words stared back at him, some he recognized from lessons with Serein.

This is going to take a while. It’d be so much easier if Serein were here…Hopefully, she will find out what those sections of the Illumination of Sarlyria say. Azmera might know of someone who can translate this, but that would be too risky.

Rameses took out the pieces of paper from his qamis and set down a charcoal stick on top of them, leaning back against the cool wall. The sounds around him faded as he waded into the sprawling sentences.

“...Your Highness.” Ilderim’s voice nudged Rameses, and he looked up, blinking. The wali stood a few feet away from him.

“I apologize, Ilderim. This passage was very interesting and I got too absorbed with it. Were you saying something?” Rameses asked, straightening. A few cricks popped along his back and neck. How long have I been reading? It’s hard to tell since there are no windows in here, he thought and rubbed his eyes.

“I was saying that sayyida Sabah is here to see you,” Ilderim said.

He stepped aside and let in the shorter woman who had been standing behind him. Sabah Noura el-Adlani held herself like a statue, back straight as her white and rose-colored abaya flowed off her. Brown hair curled down her shoulders while a white scarf was pinned to the top of her head. Her dark amber eyes flicked over the shelves before landing on him. She bent into a bow.

Rameses shuffled the pages he’d written detailing the formation of the three Immortal kingdoms and the Immortal kings.

“Sabah. This a surprise,” he said with a smile to mask the jolt of nervousness that twisted in his throat. What is she doing here? Did my mother send her to find me or did she follow me?

“I was told you enjoyed reading. Anything particularly interesting here that you couldn’t find in the palace?” Sabah asked and stepped closer. Her two guards remained by the entrance of the room in teal and white robes and bronze breastplates.

“Sometimes the palace can be a bit much. I enjoy the library here. There’s a pleasantness to it that’s different than the palace library,” he said. I feel like I can be myself here without being watched. Especially since everyone else’s noses are burrowed in a page. “My father’s muharib told me about a few stories from the Old Kingdom that interested me. For how great the royal library is, my father has done a good job of hiding most information about the Old Kingdom.”

Sabah glanced over the reading materials in front of him. “From what I heard, you are more of a romance reader rather than a historian,” she told him, the opal and silver rings on her fingers glittering as she waved her hand over the scrolls.

“True, but I consider myself a man with wide literary tastes.” Rameses set down the charcoal stick and rubbed his black-stained fingertips together. “What brings you here, Sabah?”

“Ever since our betrothal announcement, it’s been hard to find you around the palace. It’s almost as if you are avoiding me.”

“Not at all. There’s been a lot to take care of since my name day. I assumed if I was needed for anything else, our mothers would let me know.” I don’t know if it’s better to avoid her or get close to her and see what I can learn. I sound like Serein, and I don’t know if I like that…

She clasped her hands in front of her. Rameses leaned his elbows on the table, careful to avoid the fragile documents.

“Why did you seek me out here instead of the palace? If you want to talk, I can find a seat for you and perhaps get some tea for us, although the head archivist would kill me if I brought anything that could harm these documents in here.”

“I was thinking of going somewhere else. I find conversations are best done by the sea,” she said.

Salt and sand skittered across Rameses’ cheek as the wind rolled off the cresting ocean waves, keeping some of the sun’s heat at bay. He squinted against the light reflecting along the horizon. Sabah’s hair whipped behind her, her bare feet sinking into the sandy shore. Their guards followed several feet behind while the gulls shrieked in the sky.

“Does being by the sea make you homesick?” Rameses asked her, holding Jabbar’s reins and leading the horse beside him.

“Not particularly, although this one is more gray than the Sea of Sarddon,” Sabah said. “I’ll be returning to Qadhifat Zarqa’ next month and remain there for a time to take care of some things in the city.”

“It’s admirable how dedicated you are to helping lead your city alongside your mother.” If she’s devoted to the wellbeing of her city, she will most likely do everything she can to prevent harm from befalling her people. When I move against my father, she may not side with me if the risk to her city is too great, he thought.

“It’s what I’ve been raised to do, even before my father passed. I care for my people, and I only want to make sure they are taken care of and that no harm comes to them. Our union will ensure that.”

Rameses glanced to the right at Alqamar Palace in the distance. “How much have you heard about me, rumor-wise? Is that why you wanted to talk?”

“The usual. That you have had many lovers. Some say you're eccentric for bringing a Ravanassë assassin to be your wali and that she was just another woman you chose to bed. There are others, but those are the ones I hear most often from court gossip.”

Rameses looked back at her. “Most of those have truths to them, I won’t deny that. Except for the ones about the Ravanassë as a lover. Serein was my wali and is now my friend. Nothing more.”

“I’ve never heard of a prince being so close with an assassin and still living,” Sabah said and tucked a wayward lock of hair behind her ear.

He grinned. “I consider myself very lucky to be one of the few. Do these other rumors worry you?” he asked.

“This marriage was arranged for us, and you and I both aren’t under any delusion that we get to follow our hearts. The past relationships aren’t what concern me, but I want to know where your heart lies. I know my role in all this, but I’m not naive to ignore what kings and rulers in the past have done when they feel trapped in a marriage they didn’t want.”

“And what about you? Do you have any lovers? I’m not a jealous man, so if your heart belongs to someone else, I understand.”

She shook her head. “There were one or two I wouldn’t have minded marrying, but no one I was seriously involved with. I was too preoccupied with helping to rule the city after my father’s death.”

Rameses pulled Jabbar to a stop. Sabah’s stare didn’t leave him, and she kept her chin high. “I appreciate your candor. It’s refreshing. If you have listened to the rumors about who I have gotten involved with, then you should know that I’m not daunted by strong women, especially not ones who are passionate about the things they care about. You and I may not have been each other’s first choice, but I swear on Alkhaliq’s name that I won’t dishonor you. I broke off all the romantic involvements I had before our engagement was announced. Even if neither of us truly falls in love with the other, I do believe we could get along.”

“That’s quite a promise to make, sayyidi,” she said, a smile lacing through her voice. “If those are your intentions, then perhaps you should stop trying to avoid me. I want to know the person I’m going to be leading beside.”

“I apologize if I led you to believe that I was avoiding you. It wasn’t my intention. I think I was avoiding the reality that I am not fully prepared for. It’s strange how you can be trained for this your entire life, but when the inevitable finally arrives, you feel caught off guard,” Rameses said with a sigh.

“Has marriage never appealed to you?”

“Not at all. I have looked forward to it ever since I was a child. But as I have gotten older, my image of what that will look like has changed.” His gaze drifted to the waves past Sabah.

Sabah turned away and continued walking, but not before Rameses caught the clouded look in her eyes. Her abaya fluttered behind her in the wind batted at it. Jabbar shook his head, snorting and pawing at the sand. Rameses ran a hand along the horse’s sandy flank and followed Sabah.

“How old were you when your father passed?” he asked.

“Sixteen, but I’d rather not talk about that right now,” Sabah said. “But maybe we can schedule another talk, chaperoned or otherwise, and I might tell you more about myself.”

“I would like that very much. And if you need to find me, the libraries are good places to look,” Rameses told her. I suppose it’ll be better to befriend her instead of keeping her at a distance. Serein said I needed allies, and Sabah could be helpful, especially if I can convince her that my father cannot remain on the throne…
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The night sky lightened to a soft purplish blue, stars retreating to make way for the sunrise a few hours off. Serein’s second watch continued with no issues. The sounds of the forest punctured the air with bristling green howls, the jagged dark blue creaking of trees, and the mulberry-colored rustling of leaves. The familiar rumblings of the forests brought Serein back to the years when the fear of Sethos and Xansas had seemed like a distant memory, and the only thing she had to guard against were creatures easily killed by a blade.

Even the spiders are a strange comfort. At least I can predict their movements. But now…Serein sighed through her nose and glanced at Uriah’s sleeping form. He slept on his back, face sweaty and scrunched in the low light of the fire. Dark green Wendish muttering crumbled in his beard. I was hoping to lose whoever was following me, but it had to be him. Can’t just kill him or leave him stranded here. I’d never hear the end of it from Rameses.

The fear in his eyes when she had ambushed him had been genuine. She didn’t think he was lying, but he was hiding something. Eneca’s words kept nudging against Serein’s mind, and the small stone knife pressed against the inside of her boot.

If Uriah doesn’t know why I’m here, then he didn’t read the letter Rizwana gave him. The realization gave her a bit of relief.

She walked around the edges of the camp again, swatting away a fluttering brown and red moth that came too close to her face. The blue fluttering sliced across her vision as she turned her attention to the horses. They nibbled on the leafy voronwa vines snaking across the ground, ears flicking toward the chattering of the forest. Oblong-shaped leaves fluttered down as the dark shapes of howler monkeys leapt through the branches tangled through the mist.

A frantic green cry made her turn. Uriah twitched, clutching at his shoulder. Tears leaked from the edges of his eyes as his face contorted with the pain of his dreams. His mutterings grew frantic, and Serein went over to him.

“Mae’n ddrwg gen i! Maddeu i mi!” Uriah croaked. His chest rose and fell rapidly as he gasped for air. His throat bobbed, coated in sweat, while his eyelids quivered.

Whatever nightmares he’s trapped in must be worse here in the forests. She reached out to touch him but hesitated, withdrawing her hand. Him being here makes going to see my children riskier…but I can’t leave this forest without seeing them. If I let him know where Luca and Astra are now, there’s no going back.

Light flashed through the trees as if the sun was being spun around on a string. Broken shafts and shadows fell across the bodies littering the ground. Uriah stumbled forward, hearing shouts and the clanging of steel over screams and cries. Every direction he turned, death met him. His sword was glued to his hand with blood. The trees groaned and cracked, and Uriah tried to run but found himself sinking into the mud. Swords flashed, the sound of breaking wood growing louder while the roar of water in the distance drew closer.

No! Not this! Uriah attempted to yank himself free from the mire pulling him down.

One of the bodies rose with a sword clutched in its hand. The shadowy figure staggered toward him, eyes glowing and dark blood dripping off its limbs. Uriah’s body felt heavy and sank deeper into the melting ground. He called upon the stone, fire—anything that would hear him—but he couldn’t free himself and the blade reflected his face coated in grime and red splatter.

A scream rose in Uriah’s throat as the blade came across his shoulder and ripped him open. The sword dragged along his back, the stench of death rising to meet him. Lights flashed quicker and the oncoming waters thundered louder as they tore apart the trees, the watery maw opening to swallow him. Cold slithered down his throat and nose, choking off any sound he tried to make. The strong current swept him along. Bodies floated past, tinging the waters red. Their hands gripped him and kept him under. The light became lost in the swirl of silt and the stains of his deeds. Blackness seeped through his vision as his own blood floated across his eyes⁠—

“Wake up!” a voice snapped through the water in his ears.

Uriah’s eyes flew open, and he gasped for air, the dim light of dawn breaking through the cracks in the foggy canopy. He bolted up, starting to unsheathe his scimitar before he realized it was Serein standing over him. His heart pounded in his chest, and he touched his shoulder.

“Do you know why there is a Sava and Savas in the Old Kingdom?” Serein asked.

He focused on her voice through the roaring pulse in his ears. “What?”

“There were two elven brothers, Sava and Savas. They came to this continent several thousand years ago when the Immortals were first spreading across the world. As the Elves established more cities, they encountered a problem—the giant spiders. The spiders would attack and steal people away as civilizations spread and took away their natural food sources. This caused fighting between the spiders and people of the land.

“The spiders continued to multiply, causing bloodshed on both sides. Fearing more loss of life, the brothers met with the Spider Queen and broached a truce. To spare her offspring from annihilation and to stop the killings, they would create a place for them that no human or Immortal would take from them. So, Savas used his magic to raise the mountain range in the north, and Sava created the forests that ran from the mountains down here to the south.

“The Spider Queen took her children into the forest and made their home there and in the mountain. Sava and Savas established two cities as a reminder to the people and the spiders of the peace between the two races. I don’t know if the story is true, but that’s why there are spiders here in these forests.”

“What…” Uriah said, finding his voice, “was the point of that story?”

“To distract you,” Serein replied and held out a waterskin to him. “I used to tell my children stories when they got overwhelmed and gave them something else to focus on until they calmed down.”

The tension had left his limbs, and the heat of embarrassment flushed beneath his cheeks. He looked away from her stare as he took the waterskin. The water washed away the taste of silt and blood left by his dreams.

I haven’t had that dream in a while…or that vivid. Is it because of this forest? He wiped the sweat off his face, hands shaking as he stood and handed the waterskin back to Serein.

He gathered his bedroll, shaking off the stiffness of sleep. The smell of the water and death clung to Uriah’s nose, making his stomach twist around the barbed knot already lodged there. Mist crawled through the trees, and he stopped as some of the shadows seemed to move. Through the haze, he thought he caught the glint of yellow eyes.

“What else is out in these woods besides the spiders?” he asked.

“A lot of things that are more dangerous than spiders. Giant snakes, panthers that get larger than Nala, birds taller than men, and a number of venomous creatures. But if you stick to the paths, there’s less chance of being killed.”

“How is a path going to keep us safe? I’ve yet to see a decent one.”

Serein kicked dirt over the dying embers of the fire, smoke curling around her. “The Old Kingdom has many secrets it still guards. Old ways that protect those who respect it.”

This forest is different from the Savas Forests up north. Is there magic here? Is that why this one is so strange? Uriah strapped his bedroll to Tân’s saddle before slinging it on the back of the horse over the blanket. “Are you going to tell me where you’re going today?”

She adjusted the straps on her horse’s dark saddle. The tasseled bridle swung in her hands as she placed the bit in her mare’s mouth, running her fingers along the silvery mane. Serein dug around in her bag and tossed him another vial of the citrus and mint oil.

“It’s best not to talk too much. You’re just going to have to follow me,” she said.

Serein’s horse pawed the ground as she hauled herself into the saddle. Sunlight dripped through the canopy, and the mist curled away into the darkness of the trees. Turning the horse in the direction of the creek, the ferns seemed to reach out and wrap around her. Uriah urged his mount to follow after Serein. The sharp mint and citrus scent continued to fill his nose, covering up the smell of blood and water.

Uriah navigated his horse around gnarled roots jutting out of the earth like thick red snakes. Their journey was silent and Serein showed no signs of trying to lose him in the forest. They rode past weathered pillars overtaken by vines and massive trees twisting around stone. Trunks wider than carts grew up through ruined remains of conical temples made of pale pink stone. Mottled blue and yellow lizards skittered past while birds darted through the treetops. A crumbling archway passed over his head, the bricks worn by ancient hands. Runes were carved along the sides in a language Uriah didn’t know but remembered seeing when he had served on the front.

The humid air in the forest drew sweat from his brow. He glanced at Serein’s back, the silence a heavy shroud. Every question he attempted to ask was answered with clipped sentences. Some hours he was confident that she wasn’t going to abandon him in the forest, but sometimes he wasn’t sure. He kept his hand near his weapon and tried to find where the forest would end.

“What kind of ruins are these?” he asked.

“The old kind,” Serein replied without glancing back at him.

Uriah sighed through his nose. “I can see that. I didn’t know if you knew who built them. I’m not Rameses, so I don’t know these things,” he muttered. Rameses would like to see those temples.

“These are Elven. These were here long before the war, and there are some intact temples deeper in the forest, although there are no Immortals left to tend to them as far as I know.”

Uriah squinted against a beam of light that fell into his eyes. Spots darted across his vision, and he thought he saw dark shapes moving between the trees. The trees in Savas Forest weren’t this big. Must have been all the magic that once flowed here. Maybe that’s what made the spiders so big, too, he thought, neck craning as he stared up the trees.

Serein slowed her horse, looking around. The horses snorted and pawed the ground as the wind changed. Dark shapes leapt from the jungle, morphing into five giant black cats with gray spotted pelts and armed riders on their backs. Uriah’s horse tried to rear as he gripped the reins, drawing his sword. Dark eyes watched him from behind soot streaks as he and Serein were surrounded. Several of the riders held spears, and two carried drawn bows, arrows aimed at Uriah and Serein.

These things won’t have a problem taking down the horses, he thought.

“Put that away before you get yourself killed,” Serein told him as one of the riders approached.

Uriah focused on his breathing and keeping his horse steady. The smell of mint and citrus grew stronger, cutting through the musky scent of the jungle. One of the nearest panthers bared its fangs, muscle rippling beneath its pelt. The riders wore thickened leather armor and glinting gold bracelets and piercings. Dark blue tattoos ran along their exposed arms and necks.

A woman with feathers braided in her hair and a gold disk pierced through the bottom of her nose approached Serein, her feline mount creeping over the underbrush on silent paws. Uriah’s horse snorted while low growling rumbled around him. She spoke in a language Uriah didn’t understand, her tone sharp and deep. Serein dismounted and held up her hands. The woman pointed her spear at Serein as she approached, teeth flashing in the dappled sunlight.

Instead of reaching for the daggers at her side, Serein spoke in the same language as the riders. Uriah stiffened and saw curiosity ripple through the people around them. The woman in front of Serein watched her and settled back in the saddle. Their conversation went quickly. Serein rolled up the sleeve of her left arm, exposing the blue vine tattoo. Chatter rose from the other riders as the tall woman dismounted her cat and approached the assassin. She stared down at Serein for a moment before breaking into a smile.

The growled words became laughter. The rider clapped Serein on the shoulder, the butt of her spear thumping the ground. She pointed to Serein’s face and scars, the metal disk in her nose catching a beam of sunlight. The large cat sniffed Serein’s outstretched hand before running a large tongue across her palm. Uriah didn’t lower his weapon even as the other riders slackened their bowstrings. Several of them grinned, and he swore he heard them saying Serein’s name.

She and the woman continued talking, gesturing to the forests beyond. Sharp eyes darted to him, feline and human. Minutes passed before the leader tapped the end of her spear against Serein’s shoulder.

Serein unhooked one of her sheathed daggers and repeated the gesture on the woman’s right shoulder. Giving a sharp whistle, the woman returned to her cat. Serein ran her fingers beneath the animal’s large chin before walking back to her horse. The other riders followed the woman as she guided her mount back through the trees. Shadows and shifting light swallowed them up like they were never there. Uriah remained unmoving, waiting for them to reappear at any moment.

“You can put the sword away, not that it would’ve done much against La’alo and her warriors,” Serein said, glancing back at him as she straightened in the saddle.

The scimitar slid back into its sheath. “Who were they? And how do they know you?” he asked. “Are they Ravanassë?”

“Those were Alwa warriors, a tribe that’s lived in these forests for centuries,” she told him. “They wouldn’t identify themselves as Ravanassë like many in the Old Kingdom do, but some in their tribe have Fae ancestry.”

“How do you know them?”

“I met them several years back. La’alo’s the one who gave me my tattoo and taught me some of their language.”

The trees swallowed the ruins, and Serein followed a worn path underneath another arch. A black bird alighted on it, head tilted as it watched them. Serein glanced at it, and the bird whistled four notes in varying tones. She repeated the tune without slowing her horse. The bird bobbed its head, flapped its inky wings, and vanished into the branches.

“What did you say to them?” Uriah pressed. They seemed to know her well enough to let us pass. Friendly with her almost. I didn’t think Serein had any other friends besides Eneca. She’s still hiding some things from me, he thought as he listened to the raucous birdcalls.

“That we’re passing through and you weren’t a threat. La’alo was letting me know about the swollen rivers because of recent rains and asked why I have so many scars. It’s been years since we’ve seen each other.” 

Bits of spiderweb shimmered like threads of silk in the treetops. “Their mounts…Are those cats common around here?”

“Ygris has their tigers, and the Sava Forests have their panthers. The Alwa raise them to ride, and wild ones roam the deeper regions of the forests. I’d rather face the spiders than one of the panthers.”

Uriah glanced at the underbrush, looking for the glint of feline eyes or large dark shapes. The roar of water reached his ears, and he spotted a wide river running through the bottom of the glen. Water rushed over glistening rocks in a stream, sunlight turning it molten. A few yards upstream was a wide bridge made of thick, living vines growing from large trees along the banks.

“Will that really hold your horse?” Uriah asked. I’ve never seen a bridge like that before. Did it grow that way or did someone form it to grow into a bridge?

Serein led her horse toward the bridge. “The Alwa have used these bridges for centuries to transport stones for their cities. It’ll hold a horse,” she replied.

The river brushed against the bridge, sending up a watery spray as it hit the sides. Small flowers and lines of ants carrying bits of leaves decorated the railing. Uriah didn’t follow her until she was in the middle of the bridge. He squeezed his legs around Tân’s midsection, and she moved forward.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the waves breach the deck, coating the tightly woven vines in water. Uriah grasped the stone around his neck, and breathed through his mouth. His mind played tricks on him as he thought the shadows darting beneath the rushing surface resembled faces. He glanced upstream, expecting for a moment to find a wall of water and debris charging toward him. But the river flowed without a disturbance, and Uriah realized that Tân had stopped on the bridge, sensing his unease.

He released the stone and glanced at the opposite shore just in time to see Serein’s horse break off into a gallop through the trees. He had a moment to register what was happening before she disappeared.

“Wait! Serein!” Uriah shouted. He snapped the reins and crossed the bridge after her.
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Serein followed the worn path through the forest, the distant orange and blue sounds still ringing in her ears despite the vermillion pounding of hooves. As soon as the familiar voices reached her ears, she sent her mare charging into the jungle. The years had shaped the trees, and new ones had sprung up, but she recognized the deep runes carved on the ancient trunks. The faintest ripple of opalescent magic shimmered off them. Old magic called to her, engraved into the earth in clear lines. Although the spell was weak, it remained rooted while the rest of magic had been chased off and encircled the ancient forest.

Close. So close, she thought. Her heart pressed against her ribcage with each fluttering beat.

Serein veered left, and the mare jumped over a fallen tree. The thin path took her past the crumbling walls of once great towers and the ruins of the past. Passing the first ruin reawakened the familiar memories of the woods. The gnarled trunks stood like sentinels along with the gray statues. Her horse flew over the dip in the terrain and the trees thinned. She crossed over the boundary line she had told her children not to cross alone, hearing the laughter leaving orange and blue streaks on the reddish bark.

She rounded a corner, and yanked on the reins, bringing the horse to a stop at the edge of a clearing. Broken walls of a ruined palace were taken over by flowering voronwa vines. The gray and fiery orange flowers stood out like embers against the worn stones and greenery. In the middle of the tall grasses and flowers of the glen, a boy and a girl played, throwing clumps of dirt at each other. Long, dark hair hung down their backs in braids with colored glass beads woven throughout, their skin darkened by the sun.

Serein got off her horse, eyes locked on them. Even though three years had removed the baby roundness from their features and they were taller, she recognized her children’s faces and the colors of their laughter.

They’ve grown so much, Serein thought, adjusting her cloak so it hid her weapons.

Their names perched on her tongue, but she couldn’t get them past her dry lips. Each step sent sharp cracks through her chest, unraveling sealed scars. Knots twisted around in her stomach as her heart hammered in her chest.

Unclean hands shouldn’t touch innocent things, the white voice hissed and the air chilled around her as she stepped out of the shadows.

She stopped, legs locked in place. Every part of her wanted to run to her children and pull them into her arms, but her hands hung by her sides, slick with sweat and imaginary blood. Fear and shame waged war inside Serein, urging her to turn back and hide.

Luca and Astra spotted her and stopped running. The fronts of their tunics were stained with dirt and bits of grass. She feared they would run if she got too close, yet she kept walking towards them, taking in the contours of their faces. Seconds ticked by, each breath counting down to the possible inevitable. Each pale yellow breath lodged itself in her throat, threatening to suffocate her.

Round aquamarine eyes locked onto Serein’s face and the twins moved closer to each other. Their hands were clasped together, two halves linked. Her eyes went to their necklaces that had a pale stone with a rune carved on it—runes she had carved as soon as they were old enough to walk.

“Mama?” the boy asked, his bright blue voice bringing Serein to her knees.

“Yes, Luca,” Serein whispered, her voice cracking. “It’s me.”

“Mama!” Astra rushed at her, arms wrapping around Serein’s waist. Luca did the same, and Serein’s heart melted.

Amidst the fear, she felt a stab of relief strike her heart, tears rolling down her cheeks. Those lost three years danced before her in the form of two children and carried the bitter tang of missed moments. She wrapped her arms around Astra and Luca, pulling them close. The smell of woods and flowers wafted off their skin, dragging her back into old memories. Serein pressed her face into their soft hair as she held them tightly.

“You’re back, Mama. Why were you gone?” Astra asked, the orange words Sarlyrian bright.

“Where were you?” Luca asked as he nestled in closer.

Her eyes stung, and the scars ached. She burned the color of their voices behind her eyelids. “I was in a dark place, my loves,” she replied and pulled away to look at her children. “I escaped to see you again. I’m here now. I know…I know that I’ve been gone for a while, but I never wanted to leave you. I tried so hard to get back to you. You two are more important to me than the sun and the stars.”

The children looked at each other. “Abelia and Titus let us read your letters. They said that bad people had taken you,” Luca said.

“They did. But I never stopped thinking about you and how I could return home. I love you both. I’m sorry that I wasn’t here when you needed me.”

“We love you, too, Mama,” they said.

That one sentence cracked her open and unraveled every scar. Her mind drifted back to a time before Grasdan, a time before the scars on her back and the tattoo between her shoulder blades. Small hands intertwined with hers. The children looked at her, Astra reaching up to touch the scars along Serein’s face. She didn’t recoil from the soft, slightly callused fingers tracing the lines on her skin.

“Why do you have so many scars?” Astra’s question burrowed under the old wounds, pricking Serein with fresh pain.

“I fought a lot of bad people and got hurt, but I’m alright now.” Serein took in her daughter’s features, the three years’ worth of changes. There was a faint scar on Astra’s chin. “It looks like you have some scars of your own,” Serein said, brushing the faded wound.

“I fell in the ruins while trying to get berries, and hurt my chin. There was a lot of blood, but I didn’t cry.”

“You did cry,” Luca said, and his sister scowled at him, her mouth curling.

“Not that much!”

Serein smiled. I found you both again like I promised, she thought, heart swelling with nervous energy. And I never want to leave you again.

Uriah kicked the sides of his horse, leaving the river and the dark memories behind. Serein had disappeared into the trees, and he struggled to find a trail amidst the gnarled vegetation. Did she finally decide to lose me in these woods? he thought, gripping the reins tighter.

The trees thinned, and a glen came into view. Serein’s horse stood several yards from him, riderless. Uriah pulled Tân to a stop, scanning the treeline until his gaze landed on Serein crouching in front of two children. She rose, saying something to them while she cupped their cheeks.

These…are her children, Uriah thought as the realization struck him. This is why Serein came here. This is where she hid them. And I…

Uriah’s horse snorted and shook her head, drawing their glances toward him. The children moved closer to Serein. Sitting up straighter in the saddle, Uriah led Tân through the field. Three pairs of eyes the same piercing shade of blue watched him. The children stared at him with apprehension but stood their ground. They wore simple tunics and trousers of green and gray that allowed them to blend in with the woods. Each had a braid woven into their dark hair strung with four glass beads of different colors in the Ravanassë custom. Small stones with runes carved in them hung from leather cords around their necks. A knife hung at their sides from a leather belt.

“These…are them?” Uriah asked, clearing his throat.

“Yes. Astra and Luca,” she replied. “This is Captain Stormheir.”

The look on Serein’s face was one he hadn’t seen before—one of softness. It changed her hardened face, making her almost unrecognizable. Serein ran her fingers through the children’s hair with the look of a person who was dying of thirst.

One of them said something to Serein in Sarlyrian. He caught only a few words. Home. Mother. Serein’s reply was soft as she led them to her horse. The children stared up at the mare with round eyes, petting her nose.

“Where are you going?” Uriah asked while Serein lifted her children into the saddle.

“I’m taking them home,” she replied, looking ahead into the woods.

Home?

He waited for an elaboration that never came. His thoughts tumbled over each other in a confused mass. The woman shrouded in secrecy became more foreign to him, leaving him at a loss.

Serein put Luca and Astra in the saddle before squeezing in behind them, her arms wrapping around them as she gripped the reins. The child in the front patted the horse’s mane while the other one in front of Serein with leaner face and an orange bead in their braid—Astra, he guessed—grinned. The boy, Luca, turned his head around and whispered something to his sister. They spoke fast, saying more with their glances and facial expressions than with the quick words he couldn’t understand.

Serein led the horse through the tall grasses, and Uriah followed behind them as the field ended and the tangle of woods began again. Astra turned around to look at Uriah, her eyes filled with Serein’s sharpness. Uriah couldn’t picture Serein as a young girl, but the child reflected Serein’s youth. She gripped her brother’s waist and swayed with each step of the horse. Astra spoke to him, the Sarlyrian rolling off her tongue and launching like a bird in flight.

Uriah’s brow furrowed. “I don’t speak Sarlyrian that well,” he replied. Or at least I can’t understand this Sarlyrian with how fast they’re speaking.

A moment passed before Astra said in the Common Tongue, “Your hair’s funny. Were you born in a fire? Is that why it’s red? Does everyone outside the forest have red hair?”

Uriah blinked, processing the barrage of questions. “No. Not everyone, but a few people have it. It’s not uncommon where I was born.” These two remind me of Eira and Owain. They look a little younger than the twins. I think Serein said they were turning eight, but they look younger than that.

“Why are you so pale? Are you sick?”

“No. It’s just how my skin is. There’s not a lot of sunlight in Wendale, my home.”

Astra tilted her head to the side, running her tongue over her lips. “Are you a giant?” she asked.

“A giant?” he repeated.

“Like in the stories. You look like a giant because you’re big like one.”

“No, I’m not a giant,” Uriah told her. What kind of stories did Serein tell them?

Astra frowned and looked back ahead. Serein’s gaze flicked to Uriah before she focusing back on the trail. While her children talked to her in Sarlyrian, Uriah watched the thick vines and brush around them. The forest canopy opened up to allow more light to filter through, and the webs left by the giant spiders were nowhere to be seen, but the shadows deeper in concealed more than he liked.

Serein wouldn’t leave her children in a place that was dangerous. But she said there were people taking care of them, so where are they? Do the spiders not come this far into the forest? He squinted against a beam of light that broke through the leaves.

Stones sprouted from the earth, forming broken skeletal remains of another fortress. A handful of inky birds landed in the branches of a nearby tree. Luca and Astra whistled at them, and the birds bobbed their heads in response, echoing the sounds. The birds flew in the direction Serein was heading. Under the leaf litter, a worn path appeared. Astra shouted and pointed ahead, and Serein stopped the horse. The word sliced the quiet, tugging at an older memory of Uriah’s.

“What is it?” Uriah asked, hand wrapped around the hilt of his scimitar. Was that the word for “stop” or for “danger”?

Serein helped Luca and Astra down from the horse. Astra sprinted ahead with Luca at her heels, their bare feet soundless against the ground. Serein kept her eyes on them as they darted through the green shadows. “They were getting tired of being on the horse,” she told him.

Astra scampered along the broken bricks and crumbling stairs of the ruins, plucking orange, yellow, and gray flowers with fire-colored centers from the tangled vines. Light streamed through an ivy-veiled arch where a window used to look out and glinted off the beads in the children’s hair. Serein passed under an archway with the worn sigil of a twelve-branch tree and a stag.

“I know this is their home, but aren’t you worried about the spiders and other dangers? They were out in the field by themselves,” Uriah said as he brought Tân alongside Serein.

“I always worry, but I taught them how to be safe. I’m sure these past three years Titus and Abelia have done the same. Luca and Astra know these forests and where it’s safe to go.” She sighed. “Right now, the most dangerous threats come from outside these woods…”

Luca came up to her, holding up a cluster of flowers. “We’re almost home, Mama. Do you remember the house?” the boy asked, taking her wrist.

Smiling, the assassin took the flowers and brushed away a smear of dirt from Luca’s face with her thumb. “I do, my Sun,” she replied. “I’ve never stopped thinking about it.”

Astra stopped where the trees gave way to a glen. Sunlight ate away at the gloom of the forest, making Uriah squint. Beyond was a massive tree, its limbs stretching out to wrap a two-level house in leafy arms. The rest of the wooden dwelling sat in the heart of the wide trunk, half sunken in the dark red wood. Its windows were thrown open, and orange and white curtains fluttered in the breeze. Flowering vines stretched across the sloped tiled roof and dangled down like strings of hair. Birds swooped down from the tangled branches and skimmed the surface of the pond several yards away from the house. The shell of a guard tower remained on the edges of the trees, the stones barely visible beneath the overgrowth.

Uriah straightened in the saddle as their horses followed the worn path through the glen. The sweet smell of grasses and flowers hit him, cutting through the odor of sweat and horses. Luca and Astra raced ahead to the house, shouting. Their long hair flew behind them and bits of petals broke off from the flowers they clutched. Serein watched them, her eyes growing teary for a moment. The harshness peeled back and all Uriah saw was a mother fixated on her children with a wistful and slightly sad look, not the scarred assassin who had ripped out a man’s heart. His heartbeat fluttered in his throat as his breaths tripped over themselves.

The door opened, and a man and woman with dusky-colored skin and light brown hair stepped out. The woman was dressed in a yellow wrap that draped off her torso and flowing tan trousers while the man wore a tan shirt with short sleeves and similar trousers. Luca and Astra tugged on their hands, pointing to Serein as she stopped the horse and dismounted.

The woman ran to Serein and threw her arms around her. Crystals hanging from the blue and green beaded band around her head clanked together. Their foreheads touched and hushed Sarlyrian passed between them. From the doorway, the man watched Uriah with narrowed eyes.

Uriah swung out of the saddle and stood by Tân, watching as an outsider unable to follow the conversations happening around him. So, these are the people she left her children with. Hidden away from Xansas. Are these people relatives? Serein’s never mentioned having siblings or anyone else, he thought, rubbing his horse’s neck. I really know nothing about her.

The woman’s gaze landed on Uriah, taking him in. Her face was round with thin lines from age, her wide eyes a bright brown color. “You do not come alone?” she asked Serein in Common.

Her eyes…Is she a Ravanassë?

“The story’s long and my journey lengthy,” Serein replied as they broke apart.

“Of course. You must be tired. Supper will be ready in an hour.”

Serein began unsaddling her horse, slinging her traveling pack and bedroll over her shoulder while Luca and Astra darted around her. The man moved toward Uriah as he hauled his supplies down. Standing as tall as him, the man’s brown eyes seemed to cut through Uriah with the familiar intensity of Serein’s stare, one too full of knowing. The breeze shifted his hair, revealing thin ears with narrowed points.

Uriah’s eyes widened. An Elf? I didn’t think there were any still on the continent. Not since the plague…How does Serein know an Immortal?

“I will see to your horse, Uriah Stormheir,” the Elf said in a low voice that made him freeze, hands tightening around the straps of the saddle.

The back of Uriah’s neck prickled, and he glanced past the man at Serein as she and the woman headed inside with her children following behind. “How do you know my name?” Uriah asked. His fingers twitched near his weapon.

“Eat first. All questions will be answered after,” the Elf said, and the horse nudged his palm. He took the horses toward the pond to let them drink.

The unease crawling its way into Uriah’s stomach knotted itself into a tight ball. The sweet smell of the flowers spilling from the roof hit Uriah’s nose. Drawings of animals and plants, some recent overlapping with faded ones, trailed along the walls in red, orange, yellow, and white paint. Small handprints were plastered on either side of the doorway, growing larger as they moved upward. Ever since he had stepped into the forest, nothing felt real, like he was moving through a dream.

Uriah stooped low and entered, blinking against the dimmer light coming in through the windows. The woman set out plates and bowls on a low round table in the middle of the room surrounded by squat stools. Astra and Luca ran to another room down a hall, past stairs winding up to the circular second floor. Uriah stooped down to avoid hitting his head on the hanging lamps. Tantalizing smells from pots on a clay stove jabbed him in the gut. Jars sat on shelves and dried herbs hung by one of the windows. Thick roots grew through the walls and twisted around the beams holding up the roof.

“There is a water basin in the other room for you to wash your hands in,” the woman told Uriah as she went to one of the pots and stirred it. A lock of her hair was brushed behind her pointed ear. “You can set your things down in the room at the end of the hall.”

He shuffled down the narrow hallway, shoulders almost brushing the walls. Small nooks were carved into the thick clay plaster and filled with various rocks, carved figurines, and bowls. He pushed aside the woven curtain and found Serein and her children standing by the window. Serein smiled down at Luca and brushed his hair from his face. She spoke with an unguarded face, shoulders relaxed and tone content. The small glimpses into Serein’s life did little to answer the questions he had. They created more, expanding the dark unknown of her past.

Her smile made his pulse quicken. Who are you, Serein? he thought. The moment was broken as she looked at him, her features settling into an expressionless mask. “I…” Uriah began as she walked up to him.

“Extra blankets are in the corner,” she told him, gesturing to a thin mattress on the floor and a blanket. A wooden chest was covered by a canvas sheet and clay pots. Brushes sat in the pots and paint stains streaked the fabric. “Chamber pot is in the other room with the washbasin. The pond outside can be used for bathing if the washbasin is in use.”

“This is Mama’s painting room,” Astra told him and pointed to the colorful designs on the walls. “We helped decorate.”

Luca and Astra squeezed past him, and as Serein went to follow them, Uriah blocked her way. “How do these people know my name?” he whispered, grip tightening around the strap of his pack. “You haven’t been to the Old Kingdom since you came to Oyon.”

“I’ve been sending them letters,” she replied.

All that paper she wanted. She’s been writing to these people. How? All ravens and carrier pigeons are watched. Unless she had an outside source. Eneca? he thought, frowning.

“Don’t hurt yourself trying to come up with a solution. I used a bird,” Serein said.

Uriah sighed through his nose. “How?”

Serein grinned. “Magic.”

“That joke is old, Serein. How long have you been sending letters?”

“Ever since I arrived in Oyon. I didn’t divulge much about my life in the palace or share any dangerous secrets if that’s what you’re worried about. Mostly our correspondence was letting my children know that I was alive.”

Dishes clinked in the kitchen and the high-pitched giggles of children made her glance past him.

“What’s your relationship with these Elves?”

“They helped me when Luca and Astra were born. I trust them with my life and the lives of my children.”

He looked away and leaned out of the doorway, his anxious heartbeat squirming in his stomach. “Why here? The giant spiders and the giant cats…There are safer places.”

“Where is safe?” Serein asked, eyes narrowed. “Where would my children be safe from the war? From Xansas? Giant spiders and the creatures of these forests are nothing compared to the horrors out there.”

She brushed past him with the tension of a drawn knife. Uriah’s gaze followed her as she rejoined the woman in the kitchen, shedding off her traveling cloak and the grimness on her face in the presence of Luca and Astra. He let his bags hit the floor and stared at the paintings on the wall. Animals and plants mixed with colorful shapes and designs. Dappled sunlight hit detailed drawings surrounded by more childish renderings. A sense of peace seeped from the walls, and Uriah touched the rock in his pocket.

Maybe it was a mistake to follow her. What do I do now after seeing all this? What will she do to me?

The sun yawned its last rays of light before pulling the shroud of night over the world. Sleep tugged at Uriah’s eyelids as he dipped another round disk of fried pumpkin bread in a chunky dip of vinegar, tomatoes, onions, peppers and coriander. The tang of the bread mixed with the salty soup that Serein told him was river eel stew with walnut sauce and corn. All the bowls on the table were scooped clean, and Uriah scraped the last bits of food from his plate. Some of the spicy, nutty flavors reminded him of the food he ate on the front. It had taken him awhile to adjust to the wide range of spices and flavors that Sarddonian and Old Kingdom foods had compared to Wendish food, but he’d come to prefer it over the years.

Warm and belly full, the edges of his thoughts blurred. The children lounged against Serein and traced the scars on her hands with small fingers. Luca yawned, his eyelids drooping as he leaned against Serein’s arm. The steady babble of conversation wafted over the meal while frogs and other nocturnal animals filled the night air. The Elves sat on either side of him, and it felt strange that he still didn’t know their names. Noisy questions bounced around in his head, growing louder the longer dinner went on.

The male Elf set his cup down. “I hope the meal was to your liking,” he said.

“It was very good. Thank you,” Uriah said and straightened. He suppressed a yawn that tried to stretch out his jaw.

“We welcome you to our home, Uriah Stormheir. I am Titus, and this is my sister Abelia.” Titus gestured to the woman. The crystals and polished stones strung through Abelia’s headband glinted in the light as she met his gaze. “I apologize if it is strange to you not to introduce ourselves immediately. It is not our custom to do so until a bit of trust has been established.”

“I’m familiar with it,” Uriah said. “You two are Elves…” The woman, Abelia, has rose quartz, opal, and hematite in her veil, meaning love, hope, and protection. Odd that Elves would follow Ravanassë customs.

“Not all Immortals fled when the war started. We came to this place to escape the plague. These forests were sacred to our people thousands of years ago, and was one of the last places where magic still remained,” Abelia said, candlelight flickering in her eyes. “We do our part to protect the children and this forest.”

The skull in the forest grimaced back at Uriah as he blinked, covered in its mantle of cobwebs. Have they ever killed anyone to protect these children and their forest? he thought. “How have you remained hidden for so long?”

“There’s a reason Sethos has not been able to cut through this forest,” Titus replied. “Old magic and ancient creatures still exist here, even if they’re not as strong as they once were.”

A prickle ran down Uriah’s spine as he swallowed. “It may not be as safe as before soon.” Has Serein told them about the Steel Road? With Baltha Gorge secured, construction will begin soon. Is that why she came here now? 

“We are aware. The question is if you will contribute to making this place unsafe.”

Three sets of eyes stared at him, and he shifted on the stool. “I have no issues with you or any of the people who live here. I’m not here to hurt Serein or her children. I told her I’d help her get back to them, although I know this trip isn’t a permanent return. I didn’t know that this is where they were…”

Titus crossed his arms. “There’s probably some truth in what you say, otherwise you would not have been allowed to make it this far alive or this close to the children.”

Despite the lingering worry and uncertainty about being in the forest, the man’s words made his heart flutter. He stood in the center of something sacred and secret—something he wouldn’t have known about unless Serein had allowed him to follow her.

“If you’re worried about me, why let me stay here?” Uriah asked.

“It is not our custom to turn people away. At least for tonight, you are welcome to stay. Tomorrow, we can discuss what your plan is,” Abelia replied she she stood to clear away empty plates.

Serein moved, and Astra stirred, blinking and yawning. Her mother’s voice was soft as she picked up a still-sleeping Luca and carried him up the stairs to the upper level. Silence settled over the table, Serein and Astra’s mutterings disappearing upstairs. Uriah cleaned the last bits of food from his plate while the exhaustion returned like a heavy blanket.

What do I do now? This is where Serein was going, even at the risk of compromising her mission. The Malik will be waiting for an update…He pinched the bridge of his nose with a sigh. I’ll have to figure something out soon.

Titus got up and refilled Uriah’s cup. “We will do whatever it takes to protect those children and their mother,” he said under his breath. “We know you were not followed, so if you did not return to Sarddon, no one would know where to look for you.”
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“Mama, what are these lumpy lines?” the girl asked, running her hand over the scars on her mother’s arms. She lay nestled against her, the orange words seeping into the grass. Purple flowers speckled her dark braids.

“I was stitched together, and these lumps are where the pieces were put back,” the woman told her.

“Why don’t me and Luca have them?” the girl asked.

Her brother sat at their mother’s feet, pulling up blades of grass and letting them fall into a pile of stones and pieces of bark. He quietly listened, occasionally humming a blue song to himself while the forest chittered around them.

“Because I’m protecting you from getting hurt.”

Bright blue eyes glanced up at the woman. “Do they hurt?” the boy asked. “Will they be there forever?”

The voices sprinkled over the woman’s brown skin, orange and blue dust running over the scars. “No, they don’t hurt,” she replied. “They’ll be with me forever.” They were the story of her failures and hardships, of every fight she’d endured to survive.

“Will we be together forever?” The boy wiggled his fingers as the last piece of grass fell from his palm.

Small shadows gathered around the corners in the woman’s heart. The gaping hole widened, and the despair threatened to rip her apart. She felt fear in the back of her throat and swallowed it.

“Always,” she told them.

Serein watched Luca and Astra as they slept next to her, listening to their breaths like they were her own pulse. They clutched the rocks hanging from their necks, the runes hidden beneath their palms as vivid in Serein’s mind as the day she carved them four years ago. She coveted the warmth and took in every detail, searing them into her memory. It was a soothing balm that covered the anxiousness and guilt fluttering in her chest.

Astra’s fingers are callused from where she’s learned to shoot a bow and use a knife. She’s become more outspoken than her brother, sharp-witted, adventurous, and stubborn. Capricious and mischievous. Says what’s on her mind. My Stars, so much like me, she thought, moving a lock of dark hair off Astra’s cheek.

Titus and Abelia slept in the other room, their velvet blue and sienna-colored breaths spiraling through the muted quiet. On the small shelves carved into the walls sat small trinkets, the black stone elephant figurines, and other treasures the children collected. The sounds of the night creatures chittered through the shuttered windows. Slats of moonlight seeped through and fell across the twins’ faces. Luca rolled onto his side, curled into a ball as he slept with his mouth open.

Luca’s calluses aren’t as thick as Astra’s. Reserved and follows along with others. Kind at heart, enjoys observing more than talking, sees the world for its small details like me. So different from his sister. My Sun.

Her finger strayed to his cheek, and he shifted but didn’t waken. Despite the exhaustion weighing on her body, the nagging swirl of barbed thoughts kept her eyelids from falling. The nightmares she dreaded came unbidden, filled with children screaming and fleeing in fear. A bleeding hole burned in her chest where something used to beat.

Bloody hands aren’t meant to hold anything. Xansas’ voice cut through the still night like a white blade.

The lump in Serein’s chest worked its way into her throat. Her eyes stung. She tore herself away and slipped out from under the woven blanket, hand trailing across Astra’s face.

In the corner by the bed was a torn yellowed piece of paper with her face sketched on it—a drawing Serein had made in Grasdan so they wouldn’t forget her. She hardly recognized the face staring back at her from the page, one with less scars and softer features. Memories clashed with the cold despair of all the years she missed as she crept down the stairs.

Have I put them in more danger coming here than what’s already brewing?

Uriah had nearly fallen asleep when a sharp trill of an insect yanked him back to alertness. His hand went to his sword, but the sounds faded. He rubbed his eyes, adjusting to the unfamiliar room. A faint creak made him roll onto his side and movement through the crack in the curtain caught his attention. Through the silvery dim, Serein went out the front door.

Uriah got up and threw on a shirt, the humid air making it cling to his skin. Where’s she going? he thought, grabbing his boots and dagger. His loose hair brushed the back of his neck.

He opened the door and watched as Serein crossed the glen toward the ruined tower. Dewy grass bent under his shoes as he followed her. Uriah kept his hand by his dagger, shadowy shapes moving through the haze. The tower came into view, and he clung to the treeline, careful to avoid any noisy underbrush.

Through the mist, Serein stood on the wall in the shadow of the tower, facing the house. Clothed in a loose tunic and trousers, she appeared smaller. She bowed her head and her shoulders quivered. Gasping breaths broke the stillness of the night. The restrained sobs were the loudest sounds at the edge of the forest.

Is she…crying? Uriah thought, boots scraping the stones as he inched forward.

Serein stiffened, quieting as she turned. “Lurking in the shadows doesn’t suit you, Captain Stormheir,” she said in a strained voice. “What do you want?”

He remained silent for a moment as he came up the steps. “I heard you go out. Are you alright?” Uriah said.

“Worried the spiders might get me? Or did your need for answers drive you out here?” she asked, arms crossed.

He tamped down a flicker of irritation her cutting words stirred up. Streaks of tears were silver ribbons under the moonlight, trailing down her scarred face. He remembered the flash of her blade and the sting against his throat the last time he found her in tears. Her vulnerability cut him and while he wanted to keep his distance, something inside him wanted to draw closer. She was brokenness stitched together, each scar a mark of where she had mended herself.

“What are you going to do now that you’re here? The King will be expecting you to complete your job. The longer it takes for you to return and for me to send word, the more suspicious he’ll become,” Uriah told her.

Serein remained silent, the chirping of insects growing louder in the trees. He saw her armor going back up, and the chances of getting an explanation grew slimmer.

“You could have left me in the woods to get lost, and it wouldn’t have changed my mind about telling Sethos that I couldn’t find you. I’m not going to tell His Majesty about your children. I told you I wouldn’t.”

“I know what you said,” she told him, her face an impassive wall, gaze frigid enough to suck the warmth from the air, “but I also know your loyalty lies with a man whose goal has been to destroy my people.”

Uriah stared into the darkness of the forest. “What would you have me do? Abandon everything I’ve fought for and upheld for years? I owe the King for giving me the chance to serve as soldier. I can’t easily throw that away. I’m already putting myself at risk by withholding information about you coming here, and that’s my choice.”

Serein glanced at the house as the fog rolled across the pond, the croaking of frogs growing louder. He used to think her silence was a sign of being standoffish, but now he realized that she was struggling with a response. Her usual decisiveness was replaced by indecision. The tension knotted in Uriah’s shoulders released. He stepped closer to Serein. His pulse quickened and the tourmaline hanging from his neck grew heavier.

“I never…” he started, licking his dry lips. “I didn’t open the letter Rizwana gave me. She told me it was from you in case anything happened, but I didn’t think I should open it because…I didn’t believe you’d die after your fight with Fang. It’s still in my desk if you want it back.”

“I realized you didn’t read it when you first asked why I was in the forest. It’s best to destroy it,” she said finally under her breath. “It’s pointless now.”

“That’s it? You give me a letter in case anything happened to you, and you’re not going to tell me what’s in it? I know I’m the last person you wanted finding out about any of this”—he gestured out over the clearing—“but neither of us can change that. I can’t unknow these things. I already swore to you that I wouldn’t let any harm befall your children and that I’d help you get back to them—not just now but when you leave Sarddon for good.” The thought left a confusing sting across his heart. For so long all I wanted was for her to be gone, yet now…Why does that thought make me sad?

“You’re not the first person to make promises and then break them,” Serein told him. “When it comes to my children, I can’t risk their safety. You may be a man of your word, but your position will force you to choose between Sethos and your word.”

“What else do I have to offer you besides my word?” Uriah asked, fingernails digging into the stones as his muscles tightened. “I don’t know what else you want. Do you want me to make a blood pact or swear on the Lights?”

Serein looked down at her palms with the two scars. One for the pact with Rameses and the other, faded line he knew nothing about.

“I can’t make another one. I’ve already made two,” she said.

“Is there a rule about making more than two pacts?”

“You shouldn’t trust a person who makes such serious pacts often. I won’t make a third unless there’s good reason to.”

With a frustrated sigh, Uriah grabbed his dagger. The blade slid across his left palm, and dark blood welled up from the wound. Droplets ran down onto the stones. Lips pressed together, Uriah squeezed and let his pulse bleed out onto the ground. Serein watched him make a binding promise of blood and blade and silent oaths.

“You don’t have to make a pact with me. This is an oath I’ll hold myself to before these ruins, you, the Lights, and the Elfennau,” Uriah said, holding her gaze as he left a smeared handprint on the wall. This is how the Wendish of old made pacts, leaving their blood in the wind, fire, water, or on stone. “This is all I can offer you—my word of honor.”

Her eyes remained on the dark stain, jaw set. He couldn’t read her expression in the shadows. He tore off a piece of his sleeve and wrapped it tightly around his palm, spots bleeding through the brown fabric. They stood in silence as he sheathed the dagger.

“Why are you really doing all this?” she finally asked. Her gaze didn’t leave his face, burning a hole into him.

He sighed, looking at his bleeding hand. His heart tripped over itself, spilling heat down into his stomach for a moment. Words failed him.

“I want to do the right thing. You’re helping Rameses so what happens to you affects him. I may not agree with everything you both are doing, but I’m his friend, and I know he would make a good king. Despite where we started…I’ve come to respect you. I don’t hate the idea of calling you a friend, and I care about what happens to you. It wasn’t easy watching what happened to you in the arena or in the Gorge.”

Uriah’s pulse raced, and his cheeks burned. He was thankful that the night obscured his face, but he felt Serein turning over every word in search of the truth. As soon as he uttered them, he wanted to take them back. It was like removing a rock from a dam, and something shifted inside him that he couldn’t identify.

“I didn’t think I’d live to see the day you’d call me a friend,” Serein finally said, her tone even. There was no smile on her face.

She’s not mocking me for being honest this time. I don’t know if that’s more worrying than her sharp sarcasm.

Serein crossed her arms. “The letter Rizwana gave you had the location of where my children were, which included instructions on how to enter the forest safely. I needed someone else besides Eneca who knew where they were in case something happened to me, and they needed to leave this place.”

Uriah stopped, processing her words. He winced as he gripped his hand too hard. “You trusted me enough with that information…yet you still didn’t want me coming here? I don’t understand…”

“I trusted you enough to do the right thing once I was dead, that whatever negative feelings you had toward me wouldn’t carry over to Luca and Astra.”

“But why me and not Rameses? He has more resources to help your children than I do.”

“Resources, yes, but he wouldn’t be able to come here without arousing suspicion. While his father is still in power, his movements will always be watched. You travel near the Old Kingdom often enough that it’d be less suspicious. Although, if I was dead, I couldn’t have stopped you from telling Rameses the truth.”

“And now?”

“He still can’t know. Not yet.”

Uriah sighed. “What are you going to do?” I still don’t understand her. She acts like she doesn’t trust me, but she left me that letter…

She looked away and stared off into the forest. “I’m going to be leaving in a few days to finish my mission.”

“And after?”

She sucked in a breath. “I don’t know.”

“Are you sure that Sethos will harm your children if he finds out about them?”

Her features strained, composure threatening to break. “Sethos already has his sights set on this place to destroy it, and you know better than anyone that he doesn’t care who stands in the way. You’ve seen what he does to children. Between him and Xansas, there are dangers on every side.”

Uriah swallowed, his hand aching. The shadows that moved through the trees reshaped into human forms, seeming to draw closer each time he blinked. Shrieks from unseen creatures unwound memories and brought out screams and wails into the present.

“You don’t have to do this on your own. Xansas is only a man,” Uriah told her and sucked in a breath to clear the lingering phantoms of guilt. He focused on the pain radiating through his hand.

“A man that’s not killed easily. I’ve tried many times. He enjoys it—thinks it’s some sort of game,” she spat, the words twisting with contempt.

The tension returned to her shoulders as she spoke about Xansas. “Is…Xansas their father? Is that why you’re so afraid of him finding them?” The question landed like a rock in a calm pond, and he regretted uttering it a second too late.

Serein stiffened, the silver light igniting the anger in her eyes. She grabbed the front of his shirt and slammed him back against the side of the tower. “I told you there is no father.” Her tone changed, hardening like molten steel plunged into cold water.

“Serein…I’m sorry.” She released his shirt and backed away. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

Without a word, Serein walked off, disappearing into the misty darkness. Uriah stood alone, chest aching, and the cut along his hand throbbing with his heartbeat. His gaze dropped to the dark stains on the bandage and slumped against the tower, the sour taste of regret coating his mouth.
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The arrow struck its target, burying into speckled feathers. Serein watched the tinamou collapse into the brown leaf litter. Another bird tried to fly into the branches before it was shot down several yards away. Dappled sunlight fell across the mottled birds while the rest of the forest creatures carried on with their colorful conversations. Each breath of the forest pulsed with opalescent magic, winding like veins through the trees and the damp ground. It left a warm sensation in the air as it sang out and called to something Serein couldn’t quite reach.

Astra turned to her, smiling from ear to ear. “Did you see that, Mama?” she asked, her orange voice sparkling.

“Well done, my Stars. You’re an excellent hunter,” Serein said. Soon she’ll be a better archer than me. So young and she can already wield a weapon. Not much different than me…She sighed inwardly.

Dew sparkled on the grass and leaves, tiny gems under the morning sunlight. Whooping, dark blue-green barks of the howler monkeys carried through the tree canopy. Luca darted off into the trees to retrieve the birds, hair flying behind him. Astra bounded after her brother and left Serein by a tangled mass of tree roots.

Behind the twins trailed little phantoms of the past—two smiling toddlers with grubby hands and colorful giggles, a pair of bright lights spiraling out of reach. Serein sucked in a breath, trying to muscle the stab of overwhelming emotion back down.

I’ve missed three years. How many other things did I miss? They must have thought I abandoned them. And now…I won’t be able to stay long. What will I tell them when I have to leave again?

Luca and Astra returned, each holding a bird in their hands. Arrows protruded from the limp forms, and red flecked the cream and chestnut-colored breast feathers. Serein smiled as their grins chased away her apprehensions. She took the past and locked it away to focus on the present in front of her.

“I bet Titus hasn’t caught as many as you both have,” she told them.

“We even found eggs!” Astra said and held up her satchel containing six iridescent turquoise eggs.

“Those will make a delicious meal.”

“I have a collection of the shells Abelia let me keep,” Luca told her, brushing damp leaves from his arms. “I have a lot now. All different colors.”

“I’d love to see them, my Sun.” Serein crouched down in front of them.

“We’ll show you all the stuff you missed while you’ve been gone. Tomorrow we can go fishing, and then the next day we can go see La’alo. She has a new litter of cubs we can name.”

The ache in her heart grew as Astra continued listing off activities that covered days and then weeks. Serein wanted the untroubled future her daughter was planning, but the phantom weight of the muharib pendant tightened like a noose.

I have to tell them tonight that I’ll be leaving again…They’ll be devastated, and so will I. How long can I stay here without raising Sethos’ suspicions? How can I leave them again and make them understand that I’ll be back?

“Serein!”

The green word cracked through Serein’s thoughts. She tore her eyes away from her children and looked up at Uriah as he emerged from the trees. His gray footfalls crunched against the leaves. Luca and Astra turned to him. He brushed stray vines and wet leaves from his shirt.

“I’ve been calling your name,” Uriah said. The edges of his hair were damp, and the fullness of his beard had been thinned. His sword and dagger hung at his side, and his eyes darted around at the unfamiliar sounds jumping through the canopy.

“We were hunting, and silence is usually advised,” Serein replied.

Luca and Astra gave Uriah a quizzical look. “We’re going to go find Titus,” Astra said and handed her bird to Serein. The feathers were warm against her palm. Luca followed his sister, still clutching the limp tinamou as he slung his bow over his shoulder.

“Stay on the paths,” she called, watching them melt into the shadowy heart of the forest before letting out a heavy exhale. She pulled the arrow from the bird, blood and feathers falling to the ground. The fluttering in her chest twisted with the barbed regret she tried to keep from bubbling over.

Uriah cleared his throat, his right hand going to his pocket. “Did the children shoot those birds?’ he asked, gesturing to the dead tinamou Serein held. “They’re good shots.”

“Yes. They were telling me about how they both shot a monkey in the treetop at the same time. Titus has been letting them do most of the hunting the past year.” They may even surpass Rameses with enough practice. I hope to be there to watch them improve. Maybe have the chance to teach them something other than how to use a weapon…

“It’s been strange to see you actually…happy. And smiling,” Uriah said, his voice mixing with the broad leaves of climbing plants and the mossy ground cover.

“I’m always smiling.”

“Those aren’t real smiles. You look really happy for the first time since I’ve known you.”

“Did you come all the way out here to talk about my happiness or did you have a purpose?” Serein asked him, staring up at him with the arrow clutched in her hand.

Uriah remained silent for a beat. “About last night…I’m sorry. I…went too far. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“You did go too far, but I don’t need your apology,” Serein said, stepping over gnarled roots that reached out like a weathered hand. She brushed aside a tangle of voronwa vines. Bright red frogs jumped from the open flowers onto the trunk of the tree the plant clung to.

“You may not want it, but I don’t want things to be tense between us. I don’t know what I can do to make it right.”

Serein flicked out her knife and stopped by a cluster of round, white k’allampa mushrooms sprouting from a rotting log. She sliced through the squishy stems and dumped them in the pouch at her side. The woody smell hit her nose, swirled around by the humid breeze and the sweet floral scent of the yellow and pink patuju flowers hanging down from long, broad leaves.

“Serein,” Uriah said from behind her.

“What you said last night doesn’t need an apology, Captain Stormheir. You’ve said worse. I was already upset, and it made me angry in the moment, but I’m not anymore.”

“Uriah.” The green word dropped between them and got lost in the forest’s growth. Serein’s gaze shifted to him. “I told you that you can call me Uriah.”

Serein slowed her pace at the edge of the forest as blue and orange voices reached her ears. Titus moved through the glen with a boar slung over his shoulder, and Luca and Astra darted around him to show off their kills.

“Do your children know that you’re an assassin?” Uriah asked, and Serein glanced at him. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to ask intrusive questions⁠—”

“You seem to be doing a poor job not asking them,” Serein muttered. “They aren’t ready for the full truth yet.”

“What happens when they find out?”

Silence built a thick wall between them. Her hands clenched into fists, nails digging into flesh. Xansas’ face leered at her through bloody nightmares punctured by terrified screams, small hands being ripped away from hers.

“Do you think I haven’t asked myself the same questions for years?” Serein whispered, fingers twitching around the neck of the bird in her hand. “I’m under no delusions that they’ll ever accept what I’ve done to keep them safe. If they can live freely and safely, then everything I’ve done will be worth it.”

Uriah didn’t move. “You make it sound like you have no life beyond your children.”

“They’re all I have.” And if I lose them, I’ll have nothing. They’re the only good part of me left.

“Have you told them that you’ll be leaving again? Or…are you planning on staying longer?”

“I haven’t told them yet. I haven’t found the right way to tell them in a way that they’ll understand and not worry that I’m abandoning them.”

Trees groaned around them as they swayed in the wind. “Why do you call them your Sun and Stars?” Uriah asked as the children spotted them.

Serein broke into a smile as Luca and Astra left Titus, trying to focus on the moment of happiness in front of her instead of the heavy dread awaiting her. “Astra was born under the stars. Luca was born with the rising sun.”

Serein left Uriah under the tree and walked toward Luca and Astra. Her life was out in the field—a future far from Alqamar, princes, and kings. She tried to forget about the things lurking beyond the forests and the duty that still bound her.

Lights, all I need is this peace for a little longer. For now, I can pretend that I can have a normal life with them here, she thought.

“Let’s go someplace,” Astra said, rocking on her heels with arms outstretched like a bird ready to take flight.

“Where would you like to go, carissima? Why don’t we drop your catches off with Abelia before we go exploring,” Serein told her.

“I want to show the captain.” Astra’s bright eyes darted to Uriah. “We’ve been there with you a lot, so you don’t need to come, Mama.”

Serein stopped, the orange words like a splash of cold water in her face. “I have been away for a while, so I’d like to see how much everything has changed.”

“We can go another day. Luca and I want to go with the captain.” Astra looked back at Uriah. “Let’s go to the temple. It’s got underground tunnels, and we found swords in this big room once. Lots of them!  We never get lost. We know the secret tunnels haunted by ghosts, but they can’t see us, so they don’t bother us.”

Serein’s gaze flicked to Uriah, and he glanced away, shifting uncomfortably. Why doesn’t she want me to come? Did I do something to upset them? Or have they outgrown me already? There was a moment of quiet before she said, “Fine. Just don’t get him lost in the forest. Be back by supper.” The reluctance in her voice was heavy and sucked the wind out of her. “Make sure he doesn’t find out your secret,” she added in Sarlyrian.

Astra and Luca exchanged glances, their expressions becoming somber. “We know,” they answered in unison.

“I’ll make sure nothing happens to them,” Uriah said as he passed by her. His green words loosened some of the tension in her shoulders, but couldn’t unknot the worry in her stomach.

“C’mon, Luca!” Astra grabbed her brother’s hand and then Uriah’s, dragging them along through the trees.

Serein remained alone, watching them until they vanished from sight.

Uriah let himself be led along by Astra while Luca trailed beside them on silent feet. He glanced back over his shoulder and caught the shadow of worry on Serein’s face before the thick leaves swallowed her up. A twinge of guilt needled its way in. Uriah stumbled over hidden stones underneath his boots as Astra jerked his arm forward.

She’s upset. Why is she letting me go with the children alone instead of coming? he thought. She said something to them in Sarlyrian…Was it something she didn’t want me to know?

Astra let go of his hand and walked on ahead, grabbing the broad knife at her hip to hack at some vines blocking their path. While Uriah’s gaze darted to every gossamer spiderweb, the twins moved with confidence through the forest, knowing each tree root and dip in the ground. Astra chatted about the plants and the animals, pointing to shadows moving overhead. Sometimes her words slipped into a quick Sarlyrian he struggled to understand.

If they wanted to, they could lose me in the forest. They probably have enough of Serein’s personality to leave me here because it would be funny.

He slapped the mosquito that landed on the back of his neck. The humid air clung to him, sweat forming along his skin even in the shade of overhanging branches. Despite the waxy sunblock on his skin, he felt the burning sun along patches of his arms.

All this humidity, it’s like being suffocated. And the bugs are going to eat me alive. Reminds me of being back on the front. Sweat dripped off his nose. Another bug buzzed in his ear, and he batted it away.

Luca rummaged through his side pouch and pulled out a small clay pot. “Here. For the bugs,” the boy told him, holding out the pot.

Uriah’s gaze darted to Luca and took the citrus and mint-smelling, waxy ointment. It smelled like the oil Serein had used to keep the giant spiders at bay. Uriah rubbed it along his arms and neck, scratching at the bumps where insects had bitten him. The cool tingling sensation spread where he applied it and brought a little relief.

“Thank you. Does this stuff keep the giant spiders away?” Uriah asked, closing the pot and handing it back to Luca.

“They don’t like it, but the runes keep them away from these parts of the forests,” Luca told him.

“How do runes keep the spiders away?” Serein mentioned magic, but it can’t still exist…can it? It had disappeared when the plague and the war started. I thought the ancient runes the Immortals had left had lost their power then.

“Abelia and Titus say old magic still lives here. Runes are more permanent forms of keeping magic here.” Luca slowed and pointed to a worn carving along the side of a massive tree. Moss and leafy vines grew along the bark. “These ones are for protection. So long as they remain intact, the spiders avoid them.”

Uriah nodded, still wary of the dappled shadows around them. “How far is this…temple?”

“Not too far,” Astra said as she walked ahead of them.

The walls of a dark stone temple appeared through the trees, the center of its crumbling pyramid rising from the ground. Astra darted off as they entered an overgrown courtyard. Vines and blue flowers adorned a stone statue of an Elven woman, her arms missing and a crown of green leaves encircling her head. The broken fountain pool at her feet was filled with thorny bushes with bright berries. Astra went over and plucked a shiny dark red berry from the branches where bright red and purple flowers drooped and popped it in her mouth. She filled her palm and passed some to Luca.

“Want some?” Astra held out a handful of berries to Uriah.

“What are they?” he asked.

“Fuchsia berries. They’re yummy,” she told him with a grin. Uriah took one hesitantly, rolling it between his fingers. “There are lots of berries here to eat, although some are poisonous. Mama, Titus, and Abelia showed us the ones to stay away from. La’alo showed us how to reach the fruits that grow high in the trees.”

The berry stopped an inch from his lips. The armed woman on the back of a giant panther came to mind. She was one of those warriors…the Alwa. They must not be too far from here. He glanced at the trees around them for the flash of large feline eyes, but saw nothing. Uriah chewed on the berry, sweet juices and a peppery finish spreading across his tongue. It’s pretty good.

Astra reached for more berries and tore off some of the flowers. The necklace around her neck bounced against her chest as she teetered back.

“What are those necklaces for?” Uriah asked, pointing to the leather cords around their necks.

“Mama said they’re magic charms and that we should never take them off,” Astra told him as she held up the rock for Uriah to see. He peered at the hand-carved runes along the smooth surface. “They keep us safe. She says it’s dangerous outside the forest, so I don’t think I want to go there. But it’d be nice to see the ocean. And elephants. She told us about those. Have you seen them before?”

“Elephants? Yes. There are a few at the palace where I live.”

“You live in a palace?” Astra’s eyes widened. “Like a prince? Or a king?”

“I only work there, but I do know a few princes and a king.”

She ate another berry, contemplating his words. “What about your necklace?” Astra pointed at the tourmaline hanging from his neck.

His fingers drifted to the black stone. “Also for protection.”

Nodding, Astra headed for the temple, hopping up the broken steps. Uriah took in the ancient structure. Though worn and overtaken by vines, he remembered seeing similar temples in cities he and other soldiers had occupied. Scars of fights marred the sanctuaries of the Lights with blood and corpses of Immortals. He hadn’t paid much attention to the murals, or the statues carved into the cracked colonnades.

Rameses would be thrilled about a place like this. He could probably tell who built this place and how old it might be.

“Up there we found a skeleton,” Luca said and pointed to a broken tower.

“He didn’t have a head. Wanna see?” Astra asked, beaming as she stood at the top of the temple.

“No. Not really…” They’re definitely Serein’s children, he thought, remembering the gap-toothed skull from the desert grinning at him.

She frowned. “Fine. Let’s go up there. C’mon, Luca,” she said.

The siblings took off toward the gaping entrance of the ruins. Uriah followed, glancing out over the overgrown trees sprouting from the stones. Vines hung like limp veins over the forgotten bones of the temple, its remaining pillars jutting out like rotted teeth. Monkeys climbed through the branches and birds squawked from the treetops.

“Let’s play a game,” Astra told him as she stopped at the top of the steps.

“What game?” Uriah asked.

“Hide and seek. It’s fun! We’ll hide, and you find us. Count to ten. Go!”

Luca and Astra disappeared into the gloomy hallways of the temple before Uriah had time to say anything. “Guess I’ll have to play…” he muttered and stepped past the broken archway. I’m at a disadvantage here not knowing the terrain. If I lose Serein’s children, she’ll kill me.

“You have to count out loud and look away,” Astra called.

“One, two, three…” Uriah said, keeping one eye on his surroundings. His voice bounced off the stones, the wind tugging at the thick cobwebs. “Here I come!”

Uriah searched the corridors and empty rooms. Floors dropped off into darkness, broken by fallen columns and shattered arches. Flowers grew in the patches of sunlight that clawed through the giggling in the distance made him turn and head down the hallway on his right. His footsteps slapped against the ground littered with dead leaves and insect husks.

“Don’t go that way,” a voice called from behind. “That’s where the ghosts are.”

Uriah stopped and whirled around, but no one was in the hall. “Maybe I can ask the ghosts to help me find you,” he said.

“Ghosts can’t talk.”

The voice drifted away, and he followed it around another corner. Wordless singing rang out on the other side of the castle, bouncing off the stones. Small footprints were left behind on the thick layer of dirt coating the floor. Rocks clacked as they fell nearby, and a light green lizard crawled up the wall. Uriah saw dark hair flutter out of the corner of his eye as one of the twins rounded a corner into the inner sanctum of the temple.

“What happens if I can’t find you?” he asked, following a set of small footprints and crushed leaves. Being outsmarted by children. Serein would laugh.

“You lose,” they said, voices drifting around him unseen.

Uriah squinted at the bright sunlight pouring through the gaping ceiling. Faded remains of painted constellations were mostly covered by dark rainwater stains and viney plants dangling down from the lip of the opening. Small trees sprouted from the center where the remains of a rusted sphere lay in scattered pieces. Butterflies and buzzing insects took to the air as he passed through.

“And if I find you?” Uriah called.

“You win,” Astra replied, her voice coming from an alcove to his left.

Uriah peered around a pillar but saw no sight of her through the dim hole in the wall. What in the hell is going on? I could’ve sworn I saw one of them come this way, he thought as sweat ran down his neck and back, mosquitoes buzzing their intentions near his ears. Maybe the heat is getting to me.

Stifled giggles made him turn back to the empty sanctum. A shiver passed up his spine. Patches of sunlight broke through the holes in the walls. Muscles tensing, Uriah glanced over his shoulder as the sound faded away. Shadows of birds passed over him and monkeys screeched nearby. Hazy sunlight broke through the cracks in the walls.

“Luca, Astra,” he said, “I give up.”

“Are you sure?” they asked.

“Aye. I’m not good at this game,” Uriah repeated. “You two are very good at hiding.”

“Yay! We win.” Their voices came from behind.

He turned around and found Luca and Astra standing in front of the destroyed wall. “What in the world—?!” Uriah breathed. “Where did you two come from?”

“We were hiding. That’s how you play the game,” Astra said, playing with the pendant around her neck.

Uriah blinked, dust tickling the inside of his nose. “But I looked over here…” They weren’t there a minute ago. What’s going on? he thought and looked around the temple. How did those two appear out of nowhere? They weren’t over here when I looked. What’s going on with this place?

“You’re not very good at this game,” Astra told him, swinging her arms at her sides.

“Not very good,” Luca repeated, the length of grass braid longer than it had been.

Dust and cobwebs clung to Astra’s hair, and Uriah plucked a silky mass from her head. “I guess I’m not…”

She held out her hand to him. “Here. It’s a rock I found in the stream today. Mama says you like rocks. Maybe you can make a necklace out of it.”

“She said that?” A warm tickle wriggled in his throat.

A piece of jagged quartz lay in the palm of her dirty hand, rough and smeared with clay. The yellow crystal’s surface was warm from her skin as he took it from her. Uriah rolled the stone around in his palm.

“Yellow quartz. Thank you, Astra.” It’s a stone of wisdom, learning and self-confidence.

“Abelia said there used to be a lot of gems and crystals in the temple a long time ago. They’re mostly gone, but Luca and I sometimes find stones and other neat things. Like the skeletons.”

“That’s not something that I’d consider ‘neat’.” Bright-colored birds landed on the tops of the ceiling. Something howled in the distance, but didn’t bother the children or the birds.

“Let’s play another game.” Astra’s wide smile worried him.

“Why don’t we play a different one? Can you tell me about all the animals that live in the forest? Whoever can name and see the most wins,” Uriah said with a small smile.

Luca and Astra stared up at him. “What do we win?”

“What would you like?”

Astra tilted her head, eyes closed for a moment. “Teach us to ride your horse. Mama said she would teach us to ride, but that was a long time ago. We used to have a horse, but it ran away,” she said, opening her eyes. “Do horses go as fast as the panthers?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen a panther before coming here. I would think the horse is faster.”

“Maybe we can race them to see which one is faster. La’alo lets us ride Citali on our own, and we might even get our own panthers! But Mama has Nala so we might get to ride her. Like the Elves used to.”

“Maybe. Whoever wins gets to go for a ride on my horse,” Uriah replied.

“Deal! I’m going to beat you, Luca.”

Astra headed back to the entrance of the temple, rambling on about giant cats and riding through the forest. Luca remained with Uriah like a quiet little shadow. He tugged at Uriah’s arm, and held out a chord of braided grass the length of his arm.

“You could tie the rock to it and make a bracelet,” the boy said.

“Thank you, Luca. Did you make this during the game?” Uriah asked, running his thumb along the green tresses.

He nodded. “Mama showed me, and then Titus showed me different patterns to make. I can make things with rope, but I like the grasses more. They smell nicer.”

“They taught you well.” They remind me a lot of Eira and Owain. I think they’d get along.

He and Luca walked down the temple steps. The wind swirled through the branches, knocking seed pods and leaves down onto the forest floor. Uriah watched as Luca and Astra moved through dappled light and felt the strange wriggle of warmth move to his chest as the briefest image of Serein walking with her children and him beside them flashed across his eyes.

Pink streaks of the setting sun fell across the basin of water on the counter. Serein finished seasoning plantains for supper, and set aside the skins for a tea to make later. Wood smoke from the pit for the boar pampaku infused the air, bringing her back to simpler nights beneath the stars and her children nestled in her arms.

They should have been back an hour ago…She quelled the worry bubbling up.

The ache of being separated from them had been dulled by time, but now being back in the forests, seeing them again, it felt like a sharp cut when they were out of sight.

Luca and Astra know the woods—probably better than I do now. They wouldn’t have gotten lost, and Uriah would protect them.

Abelia sat in the corner with an unfinished veil in her hands, continuing her delicate embroidery. “When will you be back?” she asked, the sienna question drifting across the kitchen.

“I’ll be back in a few days. Four at most depending on how secure the target’s household is. I’ll be telling them tomorrow and leave the next day,” Serein replied, glancing at the Elf. An expectant silence passed between them, the Elven woman’s bright eyes watching her, waiting for her to continue.

“What will you do after your job is done? The children will not understand when you have to leave again.”

The words weren’t tipped with malicious intent, but they stung all the same with the heavy truth.

“I don’t know. My agreement with the prince isn’t yet over. I have almost two years left, but I couldn’t pass here without seeing them.” Serein swallowed. For the first time…I don’t know what to do. I either leave them with the promise to return, leaving them hurt, or I bring them with me into the den of vipers and lions. Here they would be safe, but there’s a chance someone followed Uriah and knows about this place. And the construction of the Steel Road is coming, and then this forest will no longer be safe. “You must find what I do repulsive.”

“You do what you do to survive. That has never been an issue with us, as long as it does not endanger the children,” Abelia replied. “They want the truth.”

Serein arranged the strips of plantains on the clay plate. “Someday, I’ll tell them. For now, let them remain children a little while longer.”

You can’t hide your sins from them, the white voice hissed, worming its way into her brain.

“They will still love you even when they learn the truth. You are their mother. They never forgot about you while you were in Grasdan. Always remember that they love you.”

“I’ve missed too many firsts…I feel like I’ve missed so much of their life that I don’t really know them anymore,” Serein muttered, staring at the pool of doubt in the basin. Her distorted face came into view and each scar rippled on the water’s surface.

“What will the captain do now that he is here?” Abelia asked.

“Nothing but observe, although he’s told me that he won’t tell the king about what he’s seen here. Once my job is done, he’ll head his separate way. If you want him to leave sooner, I can send him away,” Serein replied.

“The children find him amusing. He does well with them. It’s good for them to meet new people,” Abelia told her. “If he does not move on soon, Titus might find work for him to do. He appears trustworthy, and you seem to trust him since you have not killed him yet.”

“There are less trustworthy people than him…I have few allies in Sarddon, so I can’t be picky,” Serein muttered as water dripped down her hands in opaque purple plinks against the hard-packed floor.

Thinking of Uriah stirred up memories of the Gorge, the ground cracking and the feeling of magic weaving between her fingers. She had tried finding the opalescent sensation again in the Sava Forests, but the threads didn’t appear.

“Do you think magic can return?” Serein asked Abelia.

“Magic is like the tides; it may recede, but it is bound to return when Mirarnediad deems it is time,” Abelia replied. “Why do you ask?”

Serein flexed her hands. “Something happened in the Gorge. There was an earthquake…and I think I caused it. I could see the magic and I grabbed it, but I don’t know what I did.”

A beat of silence passed between them. “Are you sure it was magic?”

“I heard it just before the ground broke and part of the cliff fell away. There were Immortals in the fight, but none of them appeared to be using magic.”

“Have you been able to use magic since?”

Serein glanced back at the Elf. “No. I can still hear it, but I’ve always been able to—just never able to use it. I thought I was too old to be able to learn.”

Abelia stared at her, the slightest furrow appearing in the middle of her forehead. “It is unusual to develop magic later in life, but these are strange times. You said your mother possessed earth magic, so it is possible that latent abilities are surfacing as whatever Sethos has done to the continent weakens. I will ask Titus if he has heard of such a thing happening before.”

A flicker of excitement warmed Serein’s chest, even if the chance of possessing the thing she’d wanted since she was as child was slim.

“Does anyone else know?” Abelia asked.

“No. The only one who seemed to know what was happening was the Fae rebel I fought.”

Abelia’s mouth tightened and an unreadable look crossed her face. She stopped her sewing as her eyes dated to the front door as distance blue and orange laughter bounced through the air.

Straightening, Serein turned to see Luca, Astra, and Uriah return from the forest. Uriah led the children to where the horses were. Luca patted the horse’s nose and fed her a flower. Titus watched them out of the corner of his eye as he tended to the smoldering embers of the pampaku pit. To see another person besides Titus and Abelia with her children usually twisted her insides, but Uriah’s shadow falling over them didn’t strike fear into her.

The Elf approached Serein and held out the veil and a sheaf of papers. The fabric was latticed with embroidered constellations along it. In a few years, Astra would receive it as she crossed from girlhood into womanhood. Three stones would hang from it, chosen by those who cared about her the most. The lump in Serein’s throat grew as she stared at it.

“Titus and I have a stone already picked out for her when she is of age. I continued to work on it after you were arrested, but I will leave the rest for you to finish,” Abelia told her with a knowing look. “Whatever you decide, we will still watch over these children as long as we need to. You do not have an easy decision ahead of you, but you are their mother. Whether life is safe out there or not, you should not be apart from them.”

Serein dried off her hands on her trousers and took the veil in one hand and the papers in the other, the material too delicate against her callused hands. Despite how light it was, it weighed her down.

“It’s beautiful. You’ve done a wonderful job.” I should have been the one to make her coming of age veil. I don’t even have the right stone for her yet. I feel like I don’t know my own daughter well enough to pick out one that will fit—don’t know if I’ll have a chance to before it’s too late.

“It has been my pleasure,” Abelia said. “Titus and I finished translating the pages you sent us from the Illumination of Sarlyria. Any particular reason you are reading that text?”

“I’m hoping the past holds answers to help the prince and me.” The pages crinkled beneath Serein’s fingers. Something that will give answers to how Sethos chased away magic. “What do you know about the Calamor and the relics they sealed away?”

“They were powerful Immortals who entombed the bodies Rúcarëgoth’s servants once he fell. Most of them have passed. Before the war, I remember only a few remaining on the Silver Shores.”

“Do you know relics they sealed away and why they did it?” Serein asked.

“Each of the servants had an artifact that gave them powers, imbued with the spirit of Rúcarëgoth,” Abelia went on. “While his body may have been destroyed, his essence remained in the artifacts. To prevent him from reviving himself, the items were scattered and sealed away with the Calamor’s magic. There should be brief mentions of it in the Illumination of Sarlyria, but the details were intentionally lost so no one would find out their locations.”

Serein looked at the papers. “Is any of that written in these pages?”

“Not in this section, but from what I recall, the text should mention it. Why are you asking about the Calamor and the artifacts?”

“A rebel mentioned that the King has been searching for these tombs and that he might have found a few of them. I want to know if this is something to be truly concerned about or if it’s just a tale he’s chasing.” Sethos doesn’t chase rumors like that so he must believe that there’s real power tied to these items, or whoever he’s working with believes in it.

Abelia’s face darkened. “Titus and I have not been around that long, but most Immortals believe that the tombs are real and that the relics are still tied to Rúcarëgoth. If the King is searching for them, there’s reason to be concerned. “But for him to know where the tombs are is even more concerning because only the Calamor would know that.”

“Unless someone got that information from them.” Or this Immortal woman is somehow connected to them? “What happened to the Calamor that died?”

“An attack on a council meeting by remnants of Rúcarëgoth’s followers. It was a dark day. Most of the Calamor were killed that day, but they died with their secrets as far as I know.”

Our timeline might need to be moved up if there truly is something more to these relics. I might need to send the full text to Abelia and Titus instead of in pieces, she thought looking out the window.

Opaque purple tapped against the roof of the house as it hit the tree leaves, the steady sound of the rain growing louder. Orange and blue laughter spiked the air as Luca and Astra ran through the grass, shirts clinging to them, while Uriah led the horses back under the covering of the tree’s wide limbs. Serein clung to the calm scene as the smell of the fresh rain against the earth hit her nose, the heavy words piling up in her mouth.
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The candlelight danced on the wall while bronze thunder rumbled outside through the purple curtains of rain. Shadows fell across the confused faces of Luca and Astra as they sat on their mattress, their hands in Serein’s. Dark locks still damp from the rain clung to their temples. Titus and Abelia cleaned the kitchen while Uriah sat sharpening his dagger in the doorway. Tense silence followed in the wake of her yellow Sarlyrian words as Serein waited for her children to reply.

“But you promised not to leave again,” Astra said, pulling her hand away. Her eyes shimmered and anger brewed on her round face. “You just got back. You can’t leave!”

Her orange shout exploded in the air, ushering in another silence punctured by the pattering rain. The stab of pain struck Serein in the heart again. The light orange and white sound of Uriah scraping metal against stone stopped, the carmine rattling dishes ceasing.

“I know it hurt when I left before, but this time will be different. I’ll be back,” Serein said, the empty space between her fingers feeling like a chasm. I knew telling them I’d be leaving would be hard…but this feels unbearable.

The girl stood, clutching at the edges of her long nightgown. “What if you don’t come back? You promised the last time not to leave and then you did.”

“I…” The scars along her body ached with the storm surrounding the house. “I made a mistake and that’s how the bad men found me. It won’t happen again.”

“Why can’t we come with you?” Luca’s voice was quiet, the blue settling on the blanket bunched around his legs. His grip was limp in hers, full of hesitancy.

“It’s not safe, my Sun. That’s why you both have to stay here.” I don’t know how to make them understand. I have no simple answers for them or enough promises to convince them, she thought, each word feeling hollow.

“Then why can’t you stay here until it’s safe?” Astra said.

“It’s not that simple. I want to, more than anything, but there are people who want to harm me and anyone I love. That’s why you’ve been here with Titus and Abelia so that they couldn’t find you. I’m going to stop them, but that’s going to take time.”

“I want you to stay,” her daughter said as tears formed. “It’s not fair.”

“I wish things were different, my Stars.”

Serein went to reach for her hand again, but Astra stepped out of reach. She drew her hand back, the empty space stinging her skin. The girl ran and threw herself onto Abelia’s mattress, burrowing under the blanket with stifled sobs.

“Will you really come back?” Luca’s soft voice made her turn around. “You said that last time and then you didn’t come home.”

“I know. And I never wanted to leave you like that. That won’t happen this time,” Serein said, her stomach twisting.

“You promise?” Luca asked, his sleepy blue eyes wide.

“On the Lights, I promise. I’ll come back to you both.”

“And then when you get back? Will you stay?” He watched her intently as her heart pounded in her fingertips.

“I don’t know yet, carissima,” Serein replied and squeezed his small hands tighter. “There are still things I have to do in Sarddon that aren’t safe for you.”

“Will you say goodbye to us?” Luca stared at the wax pooling in the dish beneath the candle.

She touched his cheek. “I won’t leave without saying goodbye. Never again will I leave you without saying goodbye.”

Luca nodded his head and got up to sit next to his sister. Heaviness settled over Serein. Her fingers knotted around the damp towel she had used earlier to dry her children’s hair.

I was foolish to think this reunion would be easy. They have gotten mad at me before, but I could solve that with hugs and stories. They’ve changed, and I don’t know how to fix the hurt I’ve caused.

She left the loft and hung the towel over the still smoldering opening of the oven. “Give them time,” Titus whispered, his velvet-blue voice mixing with the clinks of the dishes.

“I want to give them time, but I don’t think we have much time left,” she muttered.

Serein left the kitchen and stood in the washroom, slumped against the wall in the dark. The colors of the rain bled behind her eyelids, the pounding of her pulse filling her ears. She rubbed the worn scar on her palm.

If I leave without them, will they ever forgive me?

Gray footsteps drew her away from her thoughts, and she opened her eyes to watch them inch beneath the edge of the closed curtain.

“Serein.” Uriah’s roughened green voice was quiet. “Are you alright?”

“As alright as one can be knowing they’ve upset the ones they love,” she said and straightened. “They were happy before I ruined it.”

You can’t be happy being what you are, volchitsa, Xansas whispered, the white-scaled fear slithering in. The black beast growled at his words, scraping against her insides.

“I don’t think you ruined it. You told them the hard truth. I know it wasn’t easy to tell them nor is it easy to make the decision to continue your mission.” She could almost hear his brows furrowing. “Do you want me to leave and let you do your job without worrying about me looking over your shoulder?” An owl let out a dark lavender hoot in the tree over the house.

Serein chewed on his words, testing their quality for the genuine truth. “Do you mean stay here or will you be leaving for Wendale?” She wiped away the wetness forming along her lashes.

“Whichever you want me to do. I…know what you’re tasked with doing. I can make up something to tell the King to convince him that everything is normal.”

She closed her eyes. “It would be better if you came along. Sethos will have eyes in Idris, and it’ll sell the lie if they have seen you enter the city. After I’ve killed Duval and given you the details, you can go see your family.” If someone is following him, are they waiting outside the forest or near Idris? And is there more than one Jackal tailing him? Can I  even return this way if someone’s watching me? The questions stoked the headache forming behind her eyes.

He grunted in response. “When will you be leaving tomorrow?”

“Before the sun rises.” Serein opened her eyes and wiped away the stray tears before they could fall.

“Just tell me what you need of me.”

Pushing aside the curtain, she stepped out of the washroom, forcing Uriah to step back. The dim light clung to him, digging into the contours of his face and hanging beneath his eyes.

“Did they seem happy today when they took you to the temple?” she asked.

He blinked. “Uhm…yes. They showed me around, and we played a game. They’re very good at hiding—almost uncannily good. I could have sworn I heard them in places, but when I went over to where the sounds were, I found nothing. Then they’d appear almost out of thin air.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “Seems like you’re not good at the game.” Astra…I told her to be careful. No one can find out about her gift.

“Maybe. Or these woods really have a strange air about them that’s messing with my senses.” Uriah shrugged, meeting her gaze. “I know it’s not the same…but it was also hard for my youngest siblings to understand why I was gone so much and not around more. I felt like I didn’t really know them, that I missed too much of their lives, but they still love me. Your children still love you no matter how much time passes. I can see how much you love them, and I know they do, too.”

She wanted to believe his simple and naive words, to take comfort in them, but she knew how much teetered on the edge of a knife. One wrong move, and she’d lose them forever.

“You’re right. It isn’t the same.” Serein brushed past him. “You had the choice to stay. I didn’t.” And now that I have a choice, can I make the right one?
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Dawn came too early as Serein wrapped herself in her dark cloak with the hidden blades strapped to her wrists. The Sister Moons hung at her sides, the other smaller blades hidden in her boots and in hidden pockets of her clothes. She touched the warm brows of her children as they slept nestled together, muttering soft words over them. The mission loomed over her, reminding her the rules of the game she played. Luca stirred, bleary eyes peering up at her from the thick gloom of the misty morning.

“Mama?” he mumbled, hair tousled.

“I’m leaving, my Sun. I told you I’d say goodbye to you both before I did,” she whispered and brushed some of his hair back off his face.

Luca sat up and shook his sister awake. She grumbled and rolled over, remaining asleep for a moment before flipping onto her back, eyes open.

“When will you be back?” Astra asked and sat up.

“In four days, my Stars.”

Her tired face grew sullen, tears forming in her eyes. “That’s so long though.”

“It won’t be as long as before. Be good and stay safe while I’m gone.”

“We will,” Astra said and wiped her eyes, sniffling.

“Will you bring us something back from Idris?” Luca asked.

The old smell of blood seemed to seep out from her cuirass armor, the faint smell of rot lingering on her skin.

“I will. And I’ll tell you about the city and everything I see there.”

She pulled them close, kissing them both on their heads. Breathing deeply, Serein kept the scent of the woody soapbark and spiced ocotea oil wafting off them close.

Luca hugged her tightly., and she wanted to stay in the room, forgetting the responsibilities that loomed outside. Reluctantly, Serein tore herself from Luca’s arms and left the loft. Abelia and Titus waited by the door, eyes bright in the dusky dark. Uriah had already finished saddling the horses outside, and waited like a stoic statue to depart.

“May the Fates give you safety,” Abelia told her.

“Let Life protect you and Death never find you,” Serein said.

“Vade in pace,” the Elves said.

“Vade in pace.”

As Serein picked her traveling pack up from by the door, urgent lilac-colored footsteps came up behind her and thin arms wrapped around her waist.

“You have to come back,” Astra said into her cloak, voice cracking.

Serein’s throat tightened. “I won’t be able to sleep well until I do,” she told her daughter, squeezing the hands clasped around her stomach. How is it that the thought of four days apart from them feels longer than the last three years did?
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The girl gasped for breath, her pale yellow groans trickling past her clenched teeth. Damp leaves and bark dug into her back as contractions tightened around her stomach. Salt stung her lips and the fire spat out sparks with purple-blue crackles. She gripped the dagger, eyes darting around as the forest shrieked and growled. Panic was a nervous bird trapped in her chest. Exposed and alone, she tried to keep track of the minutes that had passed, but they lay crushed under the hours of exhaustion as the night stretched on.

Her horse let out a goldenrod whinny and pawed the ground. Another wave of pain made the girl double over, the blade wavering. Pressure moved lower, fighting to get out. Her curses and prayers seemed to go out as she threw them to the pockets of stars visible through the thick tree canopy. Humid wind touched her face with amethyst fingers and cooled the sweat on her skin.

“Well, who would have thought the child who caused so much death would create life,” came a voice, bright yellow words bursting like suns behind the girl’s eyelids.

She glanced up to find Life peering down at her. His brilliant gold robes spilled down his frame, hair long like wheat and skin the color of freshly tilled earth. Life’s eyes shown a bright white that she couldn’t look into. In the fringes of night, Death stood nearby like a pale shadow. The presence of the two so near took her back to the fields of corpses, her mother’s sightless eyes and fly-infested skin.

Life moved closer as another contraction made the girl tense. “It won’t be long now, child. You can’t stop the inevitable.”

“Why is he here?” the girl asked and looked at Death.

“That’s up to you.” Life eyed her dagger, holding the three golden rocks in his hand. “We know the fear in your heart, but don’t let the shadows of the past mar these new beginnings. For now, you’re going to have to breathe and then push.”

The girl tried to respond, but everything felt too hot and too tight. A figure moved out of the trees past Death. Opalescent threads moved around the girl and seeped through the forest floor. Bright eyes shone in the firelight, and the girl raised the dagger, nails digging into the vines and tree bark to haul herself up.

“Who are you?” the girl shouted.

“I am not here to hurt you. I heard cries and came to see who was hurt.” The sienna-colored voice was smooth and even. A woman stepped closer, dark hair pinned underneath a veil. “Are you injured?”

“Who are you?” the girl asked again, unable to haul herself up.

The bright brown eyes looked over the girl before looking to the woods. Her ears were sharp points. “My name is Abelia. I can help if you will let me.”

“Where’s the other person who’s with you?”

The Elven woman stopped by the fire with magic rippling at her feet. She whistled and an Elven man appeared. “This is Titus. Will you let us help you?”

Each heartbeat echoed in the girl’s ears, and she thought she heard white laughter behind her. She sank back against the roots, grass brushing against her bare legs. The woman was at her side with a waterskin.

“Small sips and breathe,” the woman told her. “Titus, see if you can find anything to boil water with.”

She went to touch the girl, only to find the dagger pointed at her face. Death moved closer, turning the piece of silver wood over between his fingers. Tension crackled in the air.

“I need to check how far along you are,” the woman said.

The dagger shook before the girl’s arm dropped to her side. She tried not to flinch at the hands touching her, to keep out the image of the White Snake that never left her alone. The girl wanted to shut her eyes and crawl deep inside herself, hiding behind bones and sinew so nothing could get to her, but everything she tried to keep locked inside was spilling out.

She cried into the dark hours of the night with an audience of strangers, a horse, Life and Death. Broken yellow was joined by a sunset-orange wail. They looked down to find a tiny baby swaddled in her cloak, little arms streaked red and white and gummy mouth opened to cry. Life smiled and ran a finger down the baby’s forehead.

“You have a daughter,” the woman said.

The words brought a cold shock of realization that left the girl stranded like a fish on the shore. She should have felt lighter but instead a crushing weight rested on her chest. Before the woman could hand the baby to her, the same contractions came again.

“You’re not done yet, child,” Life told her. “There’s still one more.”
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Idris gleamed under the moonlight as the silver river coursed alongside the city walls. The southern end of the Sava Forests surrounded the city. Serein’s horse stood on the crest of the hill near the main road. She went over the map of Idris in her head, imagining the thin streets tangled around Duval’s manor, the buildings that sat closest to the building she could sneak across. Each part of her plan fit together—except for the Wendish captain waiting at the treeline behind her.

At least I don’t have to swap bodies for this one, she thought. Duval is a man whose papers are worth more than his life.

“Have you been to Idris before?” Uriah asked, the green question floating toward the city. He hadn’t spoken since they’d left at dawn.

“Once or twice, years ago,” Serein replied and led her horse forward. “In the eastern district are inns frequented by Sarddonians. That will be a good place for you to wait. The Blue Ring Inn specifically. I should be finished in two days. Explore the city, just stay away from Duval’s manor in the southern district.”

His horse snorted and ground the goldenrod sound beneath her hooves. “I’ll let you know when I send a raven.”

Serein’s horse approached the city, Uriah’s stare pinned on her back as he remained a far distance behind. Hooves left vermillion streaks on the bridge while the river below churned up opaque purple waves. The dark walls of the city bore scars from sieges and marks of the recent years of war. Broken sections had been rebuilt, and the ancient gates were now guarded by Sarddonian soldiers. Old Sarlyrian runes etched into the stones reminded everyone that Idris was a city built by the Immortals.

The slow pulse of the crowds thrummed like a heartbeat as Serein rode through the streets. Most of the buildings were made of pale pink clay and terracotta tile roofs, most only a single story. She moved with the current and disappeared down the artery of alleys until she arrived at the Blue Ring Inn. Lights glowed in its windows, and the shadows of patrons moved inside. The rainbow of Sarlyrian and Sarddonian voices brought her back to a happier time when there was no war and magic still sang through the earth. In the back of her mind, she heard the voice of her mother. It surrounded her in a thick blanket smelling of earth and home.

She dismounted and led the horse to the stables around the back of the inn. Four other horses stood in stalls, and the stablehand looked up as he slouched on a barrel, stoking a small fire at his feet. Serein fished out a gold bar the length of her finger and tossed it to him. Metal glinted off the firelight and filled the boy’s eyes as he caught it.

“Two days. She’s not picky about her food,” Serein told him in Sarlyrian.

“This will pay for several weeks,” he replied in a reedy brown voice.

“It’ll also pay for no questions asked and get my horse reshod. And if you can tell me if there’s a man with one eye who still sells salteñas by the central market.”

The boy bit the gold bar before pocketing it. He looked up at the sky, head tilted. “I think so. Do you mean Amaru? That’s the only guy I know who has one eye.”

Serein handed the reins to the boy and removed her pack from the saddle. She patted the horse’s neck before she left for the inn.

Amaru will be able to tell me how this city has changed and how Duval’s manor operates. It’ll make this whole thing go quicker, and I can get back to Luca and Astra sooner.
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Serein looked down at the manor house of Thallus Duval from the surrounding rooftops where she had been hidden for the past several hours. High walls encircled the grounds, keeping the main house and surrounding smaller buildings inside hidden from the street. Guards in Sarddonian armor dotted the yard between the flowering tipuana trees, armed with crossbows and swords that glinted under the light of their lanterns.

Fifteen guards, three circulating every fifteen minutes. Five exterior patrols. Duval is a man of numbers and equations with a penchant for sets of fives and threes. I’ve seen several shadows passing by the courtyard, so there will probably be at least fifteen more inside the manor, Serein thought. The wall has small gaps for archers when it was used as a fort. Easy enough to scale, according to Amaru. Hopefully, the map of the manor is to be trusted.

Her old contact looked the same as she remembered, and his one good eye nearly fell out of his head when she found him. Surrounded by the savory smells of the salteñas and the sounds of the town, Amaru told her about Idris’ changes and growth since the Sarddonian occupation. She paid him for his time and left with the promise to return for a bag of salteñas.

The humid air lifted as the purple winds shifted. Fast moving clouds drew back over the moon, swallowing up the silver light that had draped over the city. The darkness of night hung heavy, and Serein kept it wrapped around her as oncoming rainclouds moved in. She put on the mask, the worn leather sticking to the upper half of her face. Children’s laughter a block away reached her ears, and she stopped.

On missions she kept her focus on the target, but the last few days with Luca and Astra had worn away some of her internal walls. The colors of their voices and the desire to return to the forest fell over the map of Duval’s home and obscured her next steps.

I can’t fail. I can’t leave them again…

A decision solidified in her heart despite the warning in her mind. Excitement fought with dread, pushing aside the steely calm she had settled into before the mission.

Breathing deeply, Serein restrained the distracting emotions back behind the walls as she left the roof. The late night and the early morning touched, leaving behind a stillness only broken by the dark pistachio-green barks of dogs bouncing off alley walls and the ivory creaking of cart wheels rolling along the stone streets. Muted conversations passed by Serein as she hung back until the people left in the opposite direction of the manor.

Duval’s quarters should be in the west wing. No family to speak of, but he does tend to keep company after hosting parties. Amaru said the last party was five days ago, so he should be alone tonight.

Serein hurried to the wall, counting down seconds. She found the first small gap between the stones, and dug the toe of her boot into the narrow slit. The dark stone was rough as she threw a hook over the edge and felt it catch on the other side. Metal scraping against stone cut through the quiet in jagged orange and silver-white sparks as she hung inches from the top of the wall, listening for the guards on the other side. She pulled herself up and peered into the garden as three shapes walked by.

When the rim of the lantern light moved far enough away, Serein grabbed the hook and swung over the top of the wall before she dropped onto the grass. The other group of guards was visible on the far end of the garden. She sprinted for the house and slipped between the columns, the soles of her feet brushing against the stone floor. Rain began to fall on the roof tiles with purple pattering. The side door was unlocked, and she slipped inside.

The stilled breath of the manor house settled around her as she focused in on every footstep and conversation echoing off the walls. She pressed into the shadows, left hand resting on one of her daggers. A group of young servants passed near her hiding spot. She watched, spotting a few that were only a little older than Luca and Astra. Their voices were a quiet mix of yellows, greens, and purples, weariness replacing their youthful expressions.

Child servants. Some are Ravanassë children…A plan whispered itself into existence as the servants left. They could be the answer to my dilemma. But after I kill Duval.

Taking a left, Serein crept to the door at the end of the hall. The ornate rug silenced her footfalls. Two guards were stationed by the door, and she climbed the nearest column, using the reliefs of birds and snakes as footholds. Serein jumped across the ledges of the columns until she reached the one nearest to the door. A beam of light stretched out from beneath the doorjamb. Serein peered down at the guards, studying the exposed areas in their leather armor. The breastplates bore no insignias or Sarddonian markings.

Hired swords. Their loyalty is to coin, Serein thought, reaching the pillar next to the door.

Serein withdrew a gold dijil from her pocket, a lion head and olive branches imprinted on the gold surface. She hurled the coin down the hallway, aiming for the stone wall. It struck with a rippling dark blue tink and made the two men turn their heads.

She pulled another coin and tossed it toward the lit torch in an ornate sconce. The coin winked in the firelight before hitting the ground. The guards straightened as they heard the sound, gripping the hilts of their weapons. They left the door to follow the sound.

Before they rounded the corner, she tossed another dijil near the door leading to the garden. If only Lord Duval knew how well he’s being protected. I’ll have to let him know that his guards are lacking.

With the guards distracted, her muscles coiled as she prepared to drop down in front of Duval’s quarters.

Do you think your children will want you to touch them with bloody hands, volchitsa? Xansas’ pale voice told her, his smile hovering in the back of her mind. She hesitated for a moment. You can’t get out of this life. You’ll always have blood on your hands.

“You don’t own me. You’re a voice with no hold,” Serein whispered. “A dead man walking.”

Her boots touched the floor, and she slipped into the chamber like a shadow, ready to pay the price of her freedom with blood.

[image: ]


The innkeeper set down a clay cup and a steaming bowl of a red soup filled with meat, pumpkin, potatoes, and corn on the table. Uriah glanced away from the small window looking out onto the street as the smell of spices and citrus pulled at his hunger, and stirred up old memories tinged with humid rains and silty rivers. The hot broth burned his tongue with temperature and chilis, and he downed the fizzy, fermented pineapple and cinnamon drink to cool his throat.

“Serein, get over here,” a deep voice said from across the inn.

Uriah turned. A woman with light brown hair in a long blue tunic headed for the raised counter. She spoke with the innkeeper before taking a basket of bread and fruits over to a table on the other side of the room. The name hung over the woman, but she didn’t have the scars or sharp blue eyes that he associated with it.

Guess it’s a common name here, Uriah thought, spooning more food into his mouth. It’s been almost two days. Haven’t heard any alarm bells going off in the city, so she probably hasn’t gotten into trouble. I didn’t hear any of the soldiers mention any threats or rumors of an assassin. She should be returning soon.

Two days of wandering the city, making sure he’d been seen by the local guardsmen, and waiting for Serein to finish her mission had made him restless. He had no other task but to be seen to help build a convincing story for Sethos that he’d tailed her. Even though Serein had advised against him following her to Duval’s manor, he still wished he had.

Leaning back against the wall, he watched mules and carts cross the street. Women headed toward the central market, balancing baskets filled with bread and fabric on the top of their heads. Small clusters of people sat in the shade of the buildings and ate around large clay bowls of rice, meats, and flatbreads while Sarddonian soldiers stood on corners. Sixteen years had done little to thin the invisible tensions running between Idris’ locals and the soldiers. He saw it everywhere he went in the city, from the Sarddonian barracks to the town’s markets.

Between the familiar smells and the mixture of Sarlyrian and Sarddonian voices, he slipped back to his younger self, following his squad through small towns under the humid heat of the day. Serein’s words dug into every memory and brought up doubts about things he hadn’t thought about in years. The sword at his side felt heavier.

Heavy boots trudged through muddy streets, sweat and humidity trapped beneath his armor. Bruises ached across his legs and arms, and as he looked around at the haggard faces in the column, he felt the ones missing like a blow to the stomach. Every battle started layering upon one another until it was a fragmented mess of blood and bodies. The smell of iron clogged his nose and carried with it the piercing screams⁠—

Clattering plates tore Uriah from the entangling thoughts. He blinked at the remnants of his soup and returned to the busy sounds of the inn, his pulse frantic in his throat. The walls felt too close and the air too thin. His knuckles were white around the wooden spoon.

As he rose to leave, he spotted a familiar figure in the street with a silver horse. Serein met his gaze before passing the inn. At her side were two shorter cloaked figures that almost resembled children. He blinked, unsure of what he had seen.

Are those children with her? Who are they?

He downed the rest of  his drink and went to the room in the back to gather his things. Uriah dropped his payment for the lodgings and meal on the tavern counter and headed for the stables. Tân lifted her head as he approached, but he saw no sign of Serein or the mystery children. A note stuck out of the saddlebag hanging on the wall.

Uriah slung the saddle over his horse and opened the letter, finding an additional piece of paper folded with it.

I finished with Duval. I’ll meet you at the edge of the woods near the south road once you finish sending a bird to Oyon. You’ll find a description of my activities in Idris and the information you’ll need to relay to Sethos. Don’t make it too detailed or too vague.

If you’re worried about what to write, see the letter I wrote for you. It should sound enough like you.

Uriah looked at the second piece of paper written in Serein’s slanted handwriting. She did everything but write this in my handwriting—although I’m sure she knows how to forge it, he thought. Looks like I’ll have to find out about those children when I find her.

Folding the letter back up, Uriah saddled Tân and led her out of the stables. The young stableboy shoveled manure from a stall, watching him.

“Did you see where the scarred woman went? There might have been two children with her?” he asked the boy in Sarlyrian.

The stablehand leaned against his shovel, hair damp with sweat. “I didn’t,” he replied, but his gaze flicked past the inn.

Uriah set a silver coin on the barrel. “Thank you for looking after my horse.” I’ll see if the outpost here has a raven I can send back to Sarddon.

From the shadow of the forests, Serein watched two small figures hurry down the south road with more gold in their pockets than either had seen in their whole lives. After taking the two children, Abarron and Zeru, from Duval’s manor and out of the city, she’d given them instructions to head to the convent outside of Idris’ walls. There, they would have a safe place to stay.

Hopefully, that little ruse would be enough to fool whoever might be watching me and help set up my lie for when I return to Oyon, Serein thought, turning her gaze back to the city.

Streams of people coursing along the main road like ants. She leaned back in the saddle while the cool breeze pushed back the heat. Flies buzzed near the saddle bag hiding the dark sack containing Duval’s hands, the sickly sweet smell of the embalming resin and oils hanging in the air.

Duval and Lord Jafaar were both involved in something happening in Faldore. I’ll have to compare their documents and shipping manifests when I return to Oyon to see how all this is connected. Could be useful for Rameses and help us figure out what Sethos is doing on the Silver Shores.

A rider crossed the bridge away from the city, a flash of red hair visible beneath his hood. When Uriah rode into the woods several minutes later, he gave her a flat stare rimmed with a heavy green sigh.

“You couldn’t have waited in the city?” he asked, pulling his horse to a stop.

“No. Had to keep up appearances that you’re following me in case someone is following us,” Serein replied. “You took your time sending that letter. I told you I’d wait in the forest.”

“Part of me thought you would leave.”

“If you took any longer, I might have.”

“Who were those children that were with you?” His eyes darted around.

“Servants in Duval’s household. I sent them on their way to a place where they’ll have a chance at a better life.” She tugged on the reins, and the mare turned toward the dense trees.

Uriah’s furrowed brow gave away the questions he still wanted to ask. “What are you going to do now?” he asked, the green question bleeding across her vision.

Her fingers twitched around the reins, coated in phantom blood. Serein swallowed the bitterness creeping up her throat. “Focus on getting through the forest safely.”

“What are you going to do once you get back to your children?” he pressed.

“I know what you meant.” She glanced over to find his horse next to hers. Uriah’s green eyes stared at her with an intense sadness that made her uncomfortable. “I don’t know for sure, but I think you were followed.”

Uriah glanced over his shoulder, brow furrowing. “Why? Did you see someone in Idris or in the forest?”

“No, but I know Sethos, and if he was planning to send a Jackal to follow me before, he would most likely still send one even though you offered to go in their place. If that’s true, then they might already suspect a connection to the Sava Forests, which could put my children in danger. And the Steel Road construction will begin soon, and while these woods have withstood his advances before, I don’t know if they will this time.”

“What are you saying?”

“I don’t think my children are safe where they are any longer.” And it’s my fault. I was foolish and brought danger to them. “I’m planning to bring them with me to Sarddon when we return.”

“Is that the safest option?”

Every question he asked echoed ones that haunted her nightmares and wrestled with her in the daylight. They salted her tears when the ache of longing grew too much. Irritation floated beneath the surface, anger directed at her own indecisiveness.

“There aren’t many options left. I had hoped they would’ve been safe enough where they were until I finished my service, but things are changing faster than expected. And I made the choice to come see them, taking the risk of endangering them. If something happens to them and I’m not around to protect them, I won’t be able to live with myself.” Nowhere is safe until Xansas and Sethos are dead.

You can’t hide them forever. They are your gaping wound, your exposed heart, Xansas whispered.

A chill ran along her skin. She tried to shield her thoughts of Luca and Astra in the field from the looming shadow of the White Snake, afraid his presence would mar the only precious thing she held close. She blocked out the thought of trees being burned and uprooted, exposing the place of safety to Sethos’ cold steel. To be separated for another four years felt like a noose tightening around her neck. The desire to keep her children close warred with the fear of keeping them safe.

It was that desire that kept her fingers tight around the memories and the dreams of what the future would look like if she didn’t let them go.

Can I really keep them safe when I can’t keep myself from getting hurt? Which is worse: separation or having them close and watching them struggle, knowing that I can’t protect them from everything?

“It might have been risky, but I don’t think it was wrong of you to see them. If I had children, I couldn’t imagine being separated from them for so long. I’m sure it’s been agonizing for you.” His voice was quiet, and Serein slowed her horse a bit. A tight lump formed in her throat that she swallowed. “How are you going to explain who they are? Or where they came from?”

“Did you send your own letter or use the one I wrote for you?”

“Both. Yours mentioned that you were bringing back two children from Duval’s manor? Is that those two children I saw you with?” She nodded. “Were you hoping whoever is following you sees them and that will give truth to your plan to pass Luca and Astra off as servants?”

“Yes. Disguising them as Ravanassë servants will be safer and easier. It’ll also explain why they don’t speak Sarddonian. War orphans no one will bat an eye at.”

“Won’t people in the palace see a resemblance?” Uriah asked.

“Most won’t pay too close attention,” she replied. “And most Sarddonians think people of the Old Kingdom look alike. Il-Makah will be the one I’m most worried about. He’ll question them and see if they truly know anything about Duval’s dealings. Teaching Luca and Astra what to say and keeping their true identities a secret will be the hardest part, but the alternative is far worse.”

“Will you tell Rameses about them if you do this? You know he would make sure they’re protected and treated fairly, as would Rasima,” he said.

She shook her head. “Neither of them can know. Not yet. This is to remain between us only.”

“So, is the plan to keep them in the palace until your service is done? How will you keep an eye on them for that long?”

“If Rizwana can take them on as helpers, I’d like them to be servants in the palace for a time. Or I can have them as my wards, since they are Ravanassë and our custom is to take in orphans if possible. Sethos might have a heart to listen to that.” There might be a sliver of compassion left in him. But Rameses will hopefully take the throne before someone sees through the ruse, and I can take them somewhere safe once the war ends.

“I don’t want to dissuade you from this plan, but it feels flimsy, which is unlike you.” The words came without an edge, brushing against her like blades of grass.

Serein stared ahead at the misty forests, raindrops from last night’s storm sparkling in the sunlight as they fell from the leaves. “Do you know why I was found and taken to Grasdan in the first place?” she asked.

“No,” Uriah replied.

“I only went to that town because my children had wanted to try chocolate. The trees don’t grow in the Sava Forests, and they had heard me talk about it. So, I decided to leave and get them some because I felt like I’d denied them so many things keeping them hidden. It was foolish, as I’d find out. I risked their safety for a treat, and my poor decision cost me everything.”

The scars across her back felt tight and thunder rumbled in the distance. The memory was as fresh as the day it happened years ago. She remembered the taste of the blood from her split lip and the bag of chocolate being crushed under boots. 

“I’ll do anything for them and to keep them safe, even if it’s risky. I don’t know how this will end, but I’ll do what I have to in order to keep them from harm.” And if I have to kill Sethos to do it, I will.

“I only want to help, Serein. Haven’t you carried this burden on your own long enough?” Uriah asked.

“It’s always been my weight to bear,” she told him.

“That’s too much for one person to handle for so long. Even for you.”
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Darkness blanketed the woods, the path broken by fragmented moonlight through the treetops. Even after spending time in the woods, Uriah couldn’t get used to the unseen cacophony of sounds surrounding them. The smell of woodsmoke reached his nose and the path began to look familiar.

When they reached the house, Luca and Astra ran outside to greet them. The branches of the giant tree glowed with fireflies and lights burned in the windows. Before Uriah could stop his horse, Serein had already dismounted and scooped the children in her arms. Her hands became the property of her children as they clung to her, and it was easy for a moment to forget that she had killed a man the day before. Serein’s face betrayed nothing. The weapons were hidden out of sight, and not a drop of blood was on her clothes.

“I trust nothing eventful happened while I was away,” Serein said to Astra. Abelia stepped outside, backlit by the kitchen light. 

Astra spread her arms wide. “We went fishing, and I caught a huge fish. And I lost a tooth!” she said and pointed to her mouth.

“I bet the fish tasted delicious. I see the gap, Astra,” Serein said, leaning in closer to her daughter. “You’ll have to tell me everything you both did.”

Once again Uriah stood outside and watched. I’m sure if she could, she wouldn’t leave this place again, he thought as his boots hit the ground.

Uriah stared at her soft expression, and tightening warmth fluttered again in his chest. He blinked and found Serein’s eyes locked onto him. Heat rose into his face, and Uriah looked away quickly.

Astra left her mother and came over to him with Luca in tow. “See?” She bared her teeth at him, and he could just make out the dark gap on the bottom row. “We put our teeth under our pillows and the Tooth Mouse comes to take them and leave us treats.”

“A mouse that leaves you treats? Seems like it would be the opposite,” Uriah said.

“I’ve never seen the mouse, but the tooth is always gone in the morning. We try to stay up and catch the mouse, but we never can.”

“Maybe you and Uriah can stay up tonight and try to catch it,” Serein told her, brushing back Luca’s hair. “And if you can’t catch it, maybe these treats will suffice.”

Serein pulled out a sack from one of her saddle bags, and the children ripped into it to find salteñas and fried dough rings wrapped in banana leaves.

“I’m sorry they aren’t fresher.”

“Can we really have all of these?” Astra asked.

“You have to share with your brother. Don’t make yourself sick eating too much.”

Astra and Luca sprinted for the house past Abelia. Serein stood beside her horse, unmoving as she watched them. While he couldn’t see her expression in the dark, her silent stillness spoke loudly.

Uriah approached her, hesitating a few feet away. “When will you be returning to Oyon?” he asked her.

“In the next day or so. I have to gather supplies and see how my children will react to the news. It may not even be what they want,” she muttered and took the dark bag from the saddle.

She looked at Abelia, and a silent understanding passed between them. Abelia came over and Serein spoke to her in quiet Sarlyrian. The bag exchanged hands and Abelia took it behind the house.

What will Abelia and Titus say when she tells them that she wants to take the children with her? Will they tell her it’s too dangerous?

“Will you be leaving soon?” Serein asked as she unsaddled her horse by the stables, drawing him out of his thoughts.

“Tomorrow. I figured it’s best for me not to linger too long.”

She nodded and wiped her hands on her trousers before heading to the house, her shoulders slumped under the weight she carried.

Serein ran her fingers through Astra’s wet hair and worked out the knots with a fragrant oil. Her daughter moved her hands beneath the sudsy, tepid water in the washbasin, humming to herself. The glass beads from her braids were in a bowl on the stool with their clothes, the necklace lying in a limp heap on top. Luca sat dressed in his nightclothes, huddled in against Serein while his damp hair soaked through the side of her nightgown.

After dinner, she had told them that she would be taking them to Oyon with her—a conversation that was received better than the last one. Abelia and Titus had watched with guarded expressions, an eerie calm compared to the excitement of her children.

“What are you putting in my hair? It smells like flowers,” Astra said, splashing the water around. The orange words ran into the ripples.

“It’s jasmine,” Serein replied.

“What’s jasmine?”

“It’s a white flower that grows in Sarddon. Whole vines snake around the columns. They smell nice,” Serein said.

“They sound pretty,” Astra muttered. “I can’t wait to see them.”

“They are. Even though it’s a desert, there are many flowers in Sarddon.” There’s so much of the world they have yet to see. Sarddon might be overwhelming for them. It’ll be hard to ease them into everything.

“Is the palace pretty?” Luca asked.

“It’s made of white marble with tall towers. Twelve of them. And they have secret passages no one knows about. There are beautiful gardens are full of flowers and birds, and the whole palace overlooks the sea. They decorate the ceilings with colored patterns. It does get hot there, but you’ll get to see the ocean.”

Luca’s eyes widened, and he sat up. “Do we get to meet Nala? I’ve never seen a tiger before.”

“She’s a beautiful creature with a snow-white pelt and black and gold stripes. You may even be able to ride her.”

“I wonder if Nala is as fast as Liqen,” Luca went on.

“Liqen?”

“Your horse. We named her while you were gone.”

“A good name,” Serein told him. An old Sarlyrian name. Silver wind.

“Will the king try and hurt us?” Astra asked suddenly, brows tight as she looked up at her mother.

Serein untangled her fingers from Astra’s hair and cupped her cheek, stroking her skin with her thumb. “I won’t let him,” she told her. “You both can hide very well. You’ll need to do your best to hide and pretend. It’ll be like a game of hide and seek.” It’ll be time to see how much Uriah’s word is worth, she thought, clamping her fears back down. “There are people who don’t like people like us. You’ll have to remember everything I tell you.”

“Why don’t they like us?” Astra pressed.

Serein sighed, feeling the weight of her scars and the memory of burning earth. Such a cutting question had no simple answer. “People fear what they don’t understand,” she said.

“Are they afraid of us? Why?”

Serein gathered up her daughter’s hair and wrung out the excess water. Cool droplets fell across her bare skin, her own hair drying against her neck. “The people were swayed by one man, my Stars. His hatred and greed manipulated them, and they blamed us for something we didn’t do.”

“Do you have to hide?” Luca asked.

Serein took the towel off her shoulder to dry Astra’s hair. “Yes. I’ve become very good at it,” she said.

“How long will we be there?” Astra’s question sank into the suds. “Will we be able to come back here?”

“Once I’ve finished my work in Sarddon, we’ll come back here. It’ll be a few years, but after, we can even go somewhere else if you both want. We can see the whole world.”

Her children glanced at each other, and worry formed across Luca’s face in his twisted mouth and crinkled nose. They fell silent and worry gnawed at Serein’s insides.

“Why do we have to go to Sarddon? Why can’t you stay here?” Luca asked, legs crossed. His excitement from before was replaced with nervousness. “Isn’t it dangerous to leave the woods? That’s what you always told us.”

Serein stared at her son. He found the question she always circled and tore it out from the box she kept it in with dark blue hands. The answer had come to her often. Fear of being hunted. Fear of what would happen to her children. It cracked her open and left behind an exposed wound.

“I can’t leave, my Sun. I have to go back to the palace and work a few more years before I’m free,” Serein told them. “If you don’t want to go to Sarddon, I won’t make you.” There’s no freedom in running. I’ve lived that life long enough. Even this forest can’t protect them from what lurks outside forever.

Astra stood up, and Serein helped her out of the water basin. Wrapping the towel around her, she restrung the beads in her daughter’s hair. When she finished, she went over to Luca to redo a smaller braid in his hair, beads woven into the different sections. Her lips pressed against Luca’s forehead as she stroked his head.

Will they be happy in Oyon, or will I be making them miserable bringing them with me?

“Is Uriah coming back with us?” Astra asked and wiped her face off with the towel.

“He’ll be at the palace later,” Serein said and stood, wet patches of her nightgown sticking to her skin. “We have to get there first.”

“Like a race?”

Serein smiled. “Yes.” A race we can’t lose. Heavy gray footfalls passed by the washroom, pausing outside the closed curtain. “We’re almost done, Captain. Unfortunately, you’ll need to heat up more water if you want it hot,” she said.

“I…Can I talk with you, Serein?” Uriah asked, green sliding through the woven fabric.

Serein left Astra to get dressed and stepped out of the washroom. Uriah stood nearly pressed against the wall, taking up almost all the space in the narrow hallway. His hair was undone from its ponytail, and it brushed his shoulders. She waited for him to speak, but he remained silent.

“Do you have everything you need for tomorrow?” she asked.

“Aye. Titus is going to get me fresh provisions in the morning,” Uriah replied. He switched to Sarddonian and added, “Are you sure this is really going to work? Me lying to the King and you pretending to have found Luca and Astra at Duval’s manor?” Tension rippled down his arms as he clenched his hands at his side.

She sighed, crossing her arms across her chest. “It has to. It’s the only plan I have, the only one I can see working.” Plans are easier when the damage is done only to me. Now everything I do directly affects them. There’s so much danger in Oyon, but I can’t leave them here.

“If Xansas is back in the city, he’ll figure out that they are your children once word gets back to him that you’ve returned.”

“It’s inevitable.” Her dry, yellow words crackled in the air, one breath away from being ignited by the anger lying underneath. “He won’t be able to help himself and will come out of the shadows to investigate. I’ll be waiting. He’ll think I have slipped up, and that’ll make him bold. When he becomes over-confident, he’ll mess up. That’s all I need to slip a knife into his throat.” He’s not infallible. He’ll make a mistake. He bleeds just like everyone else.

“I’ll have my men stationed on your hallway when we get back if that will put your mind at ease,” Uriah told her.

She shook her head. “No. That won’t keep him out. If anything, that will alert him and anyone else paying attention that something is different.”

He nodded, rubbing the back of his neck where a sunburn was peeling away from tanned skin. “I still think you need to tell Rameses who they really are. He’ll most likely figure it out with enough time. It’s best to tell him the truth.”

She shot him a cold stare. “If he figures it out, so be it, but I don’t want to tell him.”

“He could help⁠—”

“You asked how you could help me, and this is how—by keeping this a secret.” Serein stepped toward him, grabbing his hand with the cut and turning his palm upward. “That means keeping it from Rameses, too. I don’t need anyone else asking questions about who their father is.”

Uriah’s eyes widened, staring at her hand clutching his. Her irritation died down, and she let go, fingers prickling from the warmth of his skin. His mouth crumpled into a frown, and his hand hung limply at his side.

“I’m just worried about what the cost of these lies will be,” he said. “If Sethos figures out you’ve been lying, there won’t be any way to protect you.”

“I know the price of lying. This will buy me time to prepare for when the truth is uncovered and there’s nowhere left to run.”

“Why are you saying things we can’t understand? What are you saying?” Astra asked from behind.

The children stumbled out from behind the curtain and slammed into Serein’s back, pushing her forward. She put her hands out to catch herself against Uriah, palms pressing against his chest. Uriah grunted as he was forced against the wall. His fingers rested on her waist, and her gaze snapped up to his face. The smell of sweat, horse, and beeswax wafted off him. He stared down at her, red creeping up his neck. Beneath her scarred palms, she felt his heart pounding.

“What are you doing?” Astra went on as she and Luca peered out from behind Serein.

“The Captain and I were talking about him leaving tomorrow,” she said and pushed away from Uriah, a shiver running through her. She put as much space as she could between them in the narrow hallway.

Astra looked at Uriah, brow furrowed. “Why? Where are you going?”

He coughed and straightened. “To see my family,” he mumbled.

“What’s your family like? Are you married? Do you have children? How about siblings?”

“Astra. Give him a chance to answer,” Serein said, and the girl shut her mouth. I’ll have to remind her not to ask people so many questions at once. I’m sure she’ll be asking a lot of questions about everything in Oyon.

“My family is big,” Uriah told her. “I have five siblings.”

Astra’s eyes widened as she counted on her fingers. “Eight people?! How big is your house? How do they all fit in there?”

He let out a breathy laugh. “Some of my siblings have homes of their own with their own families. It was a full house, but everyone had enough space.”

“I can’t imagine living in a house with so many people. We would have to get a new house.”

Serein ushered her children down the hallway. “The captain has to get ready for tomorrow. Go get ready for bed and I’ll tell you a story in a little bit.”

“Can we at least say goodbye tomorrow?” Astra asked and stopped before the steps.

“Yes, but he’ll be leaving early in the morning.”

“We’ll be up. Don’t leave without saying goodbye.” Astra fixed Uriah with a sharp look.

“I won’t.”

Satisfied, the twins climbed the stairs. Serein felt Uriah’s stare warming the back of her neck. “Best get some rest. You’ll have a long journey ahead of you,” Serein muttered without turning around. No distractions. Not now. The phantom heartbeat continued to pulse against her palms as she followed her children.

[image: ]



[image: ]


Mist seeped through the trees, floating over the ground. The cool morning was draped in the indigo light before dawn while the stars shone as white-hot specks in the sky. Uriah inspected the packs Titus had helped bring out and tightened the straps of Tân’s saddle. The rhythmic movements helped settle his thoughts, and kept him from glancing at the house. Luca and Astra had still been asleep when he’d gathered his things and gotten his horse, Abelia handing him a sack of dried provisions wordlessly.

Titus said he knows a quicker way out of the forest that will avoid most of the spiders. At least now I don’t think he distrusts me enough to leave at the mercy of the creatures here, he thought. His horse turned her head to try and nibble at the edge of his tan rida’.

An orange light sprang to life behind him, casting three shadows along the ground. His heart skipped a beat as he glanced over his shoulder. Serein held a lantern while her sleepy children stood next to her, trying to stifle their yawns. His pulse quickened as his gaze rested on Serein. He remembered the warm touch of her hand against his chest, her closeness and unguarded expression.

“Titus will make sure you make it out of the forest in one piece,” Serein said. “He knows the woods better than anyone.”

Uriah nodded. “He said it should take a day and a half to reach the outskirts if we don’t encounter any problems,” he said. “I hope your journey back to Oyon is quick and uneventful.”

“And may yours to Wendale be the same,” she replied.

“Where’s Wendale?” Astra asked.

“It’s the country down in the southernmost part of the continent,” Serein told her.

“Is it far?”

“Several day’s ride from here, if the weather is good. It might still be snowing.”

“You get snow?” The girl’s eyes widened. “Mama told us about snow. Is it really cold?”

Serein ran her fingers through Astra’s hair. “Uriah needs to be on his way. We can’t keep asking him questions. Otherwise he’ll be here until the evening.”

“Will Titus be back when we leave?” Luca asked.

The Elf came over to him, attempting to smooth down the boy’s sleep-tousled hair. “I will,” Titus replied. “I will not let you both leave without a goodbye.”

Tân snorted, impatient to set off. “What is it the Ravanassë say when they leave each other?” Uriah asked. “‘May the Fates give you safety, and let Life protect you and Death never find you’?”

Serein looked at him. “The other half is meant to be said by the other person.”

“But what’s the last part?”

“Vade in pace,” Astra told him before Serein could reply.

“Vade in pace,” Uriah repeated, feeling the weight of the words on his tongue.

Serein looked as if she wanted to say something, but she remained silent, holding her children closer to her sides. A sliver of disappointment burrowed into his chest as Titus cast him a glance, heading toward the forest. The time had come to leave.

Uriah climbed into Tân’s saddle to follow the Elf. The reins dug into his palms, rubbing along the healing cut. I don’t know what else to say to her to alleviate this awkwardness. It’ll be a few weeks before I see her again, and maybe that will help ease the tension.

Squeezing Tân’s sides, he turned his horse away from the house. A streak of pink dawn managed to seep through the tree canopy. Frogs and insects croaked and trilled in the darkness. The sounds grew louder in his ears, becoming all consuming.

Through the noise he heard behind him, “Vade in pace, Uriah.”
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Serein’s light blue footfalls brushed against the floor as she collected the last of the bags from the house. The morning sunlight filtered through the windows, illuminating the marks of her children’s childhoods. Even though it had only been a few days, she felt her roots trying to resettle again. They strained as she prepared to leave, threads slowly ripping beneath her skin.

She turned her gaze to Luca and Astra in the kitchen. Abelia crouched in front of them, helping the twins decide on the last items to take and which ones to leave behind. It had been an ongoing struggle throughout the morning, Serein’s practicality clashing with the childish sentimentality. Abelia spoke to them quietly, her sienna voice wrapping around them like a comforting blanket.

Luca held a stone elephant figurine in his hand, the one she had sent with the morphling. “Abelia says I need to leave this here,” Luca told Serein as she walked over.

“It’s a hard choice to make, my Sun, but remember that we won’t be gone forever. It’ll be safe here, and you’ll get to see a real one,” Serein told him. Liqen will already be weighed down with the three of us and our packs, and Luca and Astra aren’t used to riding long distances. We’ll all barely fit in the saddle as it is. The going will be slow, and if she comes up lame, it’ll take even longer…

Nodding solemnly, Luca reluctantly handed the elephant to Abelia, who already held some of the other items removed from the small packs.

“I’ll take good care of it,” she said.

Astra and Luca buried their faces into Abelia’s clothes, arms wrapped around her. Tears streaked their faces as the Elven woman whispered to them in Sarlyrian. A heaviness clenched around Serein’s heart as she watched them say their goodbyes.

“We’ll be back again,” Serein told her children. If the Lights are kind…I have a small vial of bottled magic, and they’ll send a morphling as often as they can, she thought.

“But when?” Astra asked, tears still running down her face.

“I don’t know, my Stars. When all this is over,” Serein replied and picked up the two packs. “Why don’t you help Titus with Liqen?” Sniffling, the twins headed outside where the silver mare was being saddled. Serein met Abelia’s gaze. “I’ll send a letter when we arrive in Oyon.”

“I trust your judgment in this, Serein,” Abelia said and set the small stone figurine and the other objects on the shelf. “I can think of no safer place for them than at your side. The captain will also protect them.”

Yet I still know that they’ll never be truly safe. Not while the King lives, and the snake breathes. Xansas would call it weakness. Maybe it is…But if loving them is a weakness, it’s one I’d rather let be my undoing. Just a little longer…Let this peace last a little bit longer.

These moments of quiet won’t last long, volchitsa, the white voice whispered in her ear. A chill cut through the heat of the day.

You stole this life away from me!

I gave you them. You could never be satisfied with a domestic life. You crave the violence. Any other life would be boring, he laughed.

She retreated from Xansas’ voice to a place where the past had no hold on her. No looming white shadow, no scars, no life contract. She held onto the image, cradling it in her mind even though she couldn’t see the path to it beyond the two children in front of her.

Abelia pushed a small pouch into Serein’s hands. “Titus and I picked two of the stones. The third is for you to choose. I started most of the veil, but I will leave the rest for you to finish.”

Serein felt the stones through the threaded material. “Thank you for everything you both have done. We would’ve been dead if not for you two. It’s a debt I can’t repay.” Her voice cracked at the end.

Abelia pulled her close, their foreheads touching. “It was one of our greatest joys in this life. As the sun rises and sets, may the Lights guide your path. May the moon and stars light your steps in the dark.” From her lips came the familiar Sarlyrian farewell.

“Let our goodbyes not be the end,” Serein replied.

“Donec iterum conveniant.”

“Donec iterum conveniant.”

Serein put the pouch in the front pocket of her rida’ and stepped outside. Astra patted Liqen’s side while Luca followed Titus closely. Each step toward the horse felt heavy.

“Are you ready to leave?” Serein asked her children.

They looked at her. “Why can’t Abelia and Titus come with us?” Astra asked.

“We don’t have another horse for them. Someone has to stay here and keep the house in one piece for when we come back,” Serein replied. Oyon won’t be safe for them. If Abelia and Titus were Vale, they could hide easier in the city, but now they’d be lucky to get past the gates. She remembered the tortured fae chained up in the prisons beneath the palace, the pain and anger on his face.

“We will be here when you return,” Titus told them as Abelia stepped out of the house. “We have to make sure the spiders do not move in.”

Luca clung to Titus’ waist, sniffling. The Elf crouched down to kiss his brow, and Luca and Astra wrapped their arms around his neck. They clung to him for a few seconds before breaking away. Titus helped the children onto Liqen’s back while Abelia came over and spoke to them.

Titus walked over to Serein and clasped her shoulder with a nod. “Thank you for all you’ve done for them,” Serein told him.

“It was our honor to help them grow. They were bound to leave the forest eventually,” he replied, his misty eyes breaking his usual stoicism. “May the Lights protect you.”

She climbed into the saddle behind her children, Luca fitting against her chest while Astra sat close to the saddle horn. “We’ll ride slow to the village. Tell me if you start feeling sore or if you’re slipping.”

Astra gripped Liqen’s mane as she worried her lower lip. Serein wrapped her arms around Luca to grab the reins. She turned the horse away from the house, casting one last look at Abelia and Titus. Luca waved as they passed and clung to his sister. Tears threatened to spill over Astra’s lashes.

“Don’t be afraid, my Stars,” Serein told her.

“I’m not afraid,” Astra whispered, etching the orange words into Serein’s pulse.

Orange and blue laughter danced beyond the fire in the recessed center of the village. Serein peeled succulent pirarucu flesh away from its bones, scooping more of the sweet and tangy fruit and nut paste onto the fish before taking a bite. She balanced the banana leaf on her knee as she sat next to La’alo, her family, and some of the other warriors of the village.

Luca and Astra ran past the thatched houses with La’alo’s children and two young panthers. The sinking sunlight caught in the colored glass pendants strung from the trees, throwing shards of rainbows in different directions. Pockets of conversation painted the air while the heaps of food on wide tables was devoured.

When Serein and the children had arrived at the village in the afternoon, La’alo was there to greet them. As soon as Serein had told her they had come to say their goodbyes, the woman’s smile had turned serious. She dispatched hunting parties and began preparations for a feast, despite Serein’s protest.

“If this is to be the last time we see you for a while, we will send you off with full bellies and music in your memories,” La’alo had said, her decision as unshakable as one of the monstrous trees that grew toward the skies.

Watching her children play with people they had grown up with so closely warmed and burdened her heart. Will they be able to make friends in Oyon? Not many choices in the palace besides Rahim and Rasima. Their mother wouldn’t allow it. Maybe Rizwana’s children if the chance arises to introduce them, Serein thought and picked at the peppered strips of palm heart next to the fish.

“You have the look of someone facing an impossible situation,” La’alo said, nudging her shoulder.

The warrior’s low, amber-colored voice mixed with the purple-blue roar of the fire. She ran her fingers through the dark spotted pelt of her panther, Citali, as he lounged behind her and licked the meat off boar bones.

“One of the hardest I’ve had to make since I escaped Xansas. Despite having made the decision, the doubts haven’t subsided,” Serein replied.

La’alo’s dark eyes went to her own children. Her gold earrings glowed in the firelight. “Every decision I’ve made for my sons is often tinged with doubt.”

“Even if I decided to hide here, trouble would still find me. And then find you. My problems have followed me long enough and I intend to end them soon. Having to choose the least bad of the options still feels like a bad option.”

“We always knew your time in the forest wouldn’t last forever. The Lights are telling you it’s time to face things.”

“How I’ve missed our chats, La’alo. Blunt and straight to the point. The palace is full of people who keep burying what they really mean to say under a pile of words,” Serein told her.

A man passed by with a bowl of charred tarantulas dusted with pepper flakes, salt, and a sticky honey glaze. La’alo stopped him and took some of the arachnids. She placed a few on Serein’s leaf.

“Speaking of a pile of words,” the woman said, licking her fingers, “tell me about the man you were with. He didn’t look Sarddonian.”

“The Captain of the City Guard. He’s Wendish,” Serein said. “A former soldier for Sethos. He left to return to Wendale.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t kill him.”

“I’ve thought about it and almost have on a few occasions.”

“What changed your mind to make you friendly with a king’s man?”

The answer remained as an irritating nudge while Serein crunched on a tarantula. It circled around the stone dagger in her pocket and the memory of rough hands pulling her off the floor while poisoned fear coursed through her, and the warm heartbeat pulsing beneath her palms. It was an invitation she didn’t want to accept, but it kept appearing, slowly wearing down her walls. The firelight burned behind Serein’s eyelids as she shut them, inhaling the smell of crackling wood and roasting meats.

“He could prove useful in my plan to take down Sethos,” Serein finally said. “Not much choice at this point and reliable allies are a rarity.”

La’alo leaned back against Citali’s stomach, head tilted up to the pink and lavender sky. The panther stretched out with a bone trapped between his teeth.

You could tip his loyalties if you dig in and manipulate him more, volchitsa, Xansas told her. Use his feelings against him, and then strangle him with them.

“What will you do when the king starts hacking away at the forest to build his new garrison?” Serein asked.

“We’ll do what our people have done for centuries—survive. The war and the plague didn’t find us. The Sava Forests will protect us as it’s done before. And if it comes to fighting, the Sarddonians won’t know what will be coming for them,” La’alo told her. “The other tribes have been watching the borders, and if the fight comes to us, they’ll unite against Sarddon.”

“I’m sure the giant spiders will take care of some of them.” For a time until they start burning the forests. “If I hear anything, I’ll send a morphling.”

“What will you do if the King comes for the forest?”

“Should it come to that, I’ll do what I can to help. This is the last defense keeping Sarddon from completely swallowing the Old Kingdom.” This is the only home my children have known. Abelia and Titus won’t leave either, and Luca and Astra would be devastated if anything happened to the forests.

“The Lights have put you in a unique position, Serein. To be the king’s knife, holding the fate of two kingdoms on a blade’s edge.”

“That’s quite poetic for you.”

“That’s what happens when you’re married to a storyteller.” La’alo smiled, her eyes darting to her husband, Ojanco, who sat beneath a giant elephant ear. The plant’s massive leaves dwarfed the shacks, casting its shade over the group of children circled around the storyteller. A tapestry of tattoos colored his bare chest, each one depicting an Aiwa story. “Surely you realize how much actually rests on your shoulders.”

“Explains why they always ache,” Serein said.

Astra got up from the circle of children. “Mama! Come listen to the story with us!” she shouted, bright orange sunbursts exploding through the air.

“Your husband has gotten some new tattoos. Soon there won’t be any blank skin left, and he’ll be more stories than man,” Serein told La’alo, licking salt from her fingers as she finished the last bites of fish.

“He has space for more.” La’alo grinned at her. “I could finish the rest of yours tonight. I hate knowing a tattoo is unfinished.”

Serein stood, tossing the banana leaf into the flames. “Not this time.” I haven’t earned the rest of that ink yet. Not until Xansas and Sethos are dead.
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The cold air filled Uriah’s lungs, and Tân’s hooves crunched on the thin layer of ice and snow. The mare ambled around the quiet fields and past the rolling white hills, the Gwain Mountains behind him blanked in a haze. The frigid Wendish air was a healing balm that swept away his nightmares steeped in the humid warm air of the Sava Forests. The crisp smell of snow and the peaty smoke filled his nose—the scent of home ingrained in his bones.

It feels like it has been an age since I’ve been home, Uriah thought. For a moment, it was easy to forget the secrets he carried and what he would return to.

Over the rise, Uriah stared down into the familiar valley nestled between the sloping mountains. Excitement wormed its way into his chest. Glistening threads of water ran from the surrounding blanket of pine trees, wrapping around the homes and empty fields. Smoke from the chimneys twisted over the village, and dogs barked in the distance. Children bundled in thick woolen coats threw snowballs at each other. The wind pushed at his back as he rode closer, his cloak snapping around him.

He heard an axe striking wood, the sound falling in time with his pulse. The few people working outside glanced at him, waving as he rode by. His family’s house sat at the edge of the village with lights flickering in the windows and the sod barn behind it where the horses and cows were kept.

The burly outline of his father hunched over a plot of beets, leeks, and carrots came into view. Snowflakes fell in his brown hair, highlighting the streaks of gray climbing up his temples. Red hair blazed against the white surroundings as Uriah’s youngest brother, Owain, followed a shaggy hound. His father straightened and shouted something before the boy disappeared into the fields toward the stream cutting across on the other side of the property, the empty buckets in his hands clanking.

Owain has gotten taller, Uriah thought as he stopped the horse in front of the house. Da’s hair has a bit more gray in it.

Uriah’s boots crunched in the snow as he got off Tân. Tobias turned and looked at him, eyes widening as he dropped the basket of vegetables.

“Uriah?” he said before loping over and pulling him into a tight hug that smelled of sweat and dirt. “Your ma will be so happy to see you!”

“I would’ve gotten here sooner but the snows were still thick at the pass,” Uriah said, voice growing thick as he held his father tightly.

“Just the last howls of winter. The wind and water Elfennau are still fighting with each other but my knees tell me that earth and fire will awaken soon.” Tobias pulled away as he studied his face with watery blue eyes. Their breaths fogged in the air. “No sense standing in the cold. Come inside. Get something to eat and a warm drink. I’ll put your horse in the stable.”

Tobias picked up the basket and gave it to Uriah before taking Tân’s reins. He talked softly to the horse while stroking her nose. “I caught some rabbits on the way here,” Uriah said and unhooked the white-furred hares from the saddle.

Tobias grinned, his ruddy cheeks pushing the wrinkles toward his eyes. “Good work, son. That will make your ma even happier. She’s been talking about making a stew this week.”

Uriah followed the boot prints back to the house. Voices from inside slipped through the walls, followed by high-pitched laughter and shouts. The door creaked as Uriah stepped into the storage room stocked with clay jars of preserved foods for the winter. The fresh smell of hay and vinegar hit him, stirring up memories of his childhood spent stocking the cellar and hiding behind the barrels while his siblings searched for him.

Looks like they had a bountiful autumn and are well stocked for the rest of winter.

Uriah looked at the clay jars with wax seals on the shelves. He stomped his shoes on the ground and shook the snow off his cloak.

A cold wind hit his back as his father came in and opened the door to the kitchen. “Morag,” Tobias called, sticking his head through the doorway, “look what the Wind brought in.”

His mother hefted a large pot onto the counter, her eyes widening as she stared at Uriah. Her strawberry blonde hair was pulled back into braids laced with blue ribbon, apron tied tightly around her. Heat from the crackling hearth filled the kitchen like an embrace.

“Uriah!” she said, rushing over to hug him. Flour and the smell of bread followed her as she kissed his cheeks, holding his face in her roughened hands. “Bless the Stone, we were beginning to worry you weren’t coming.” Her smile was wide, exposing the gap between her teeth. “How long will you be staying? Are you well? You don’t look like you’ve been eating much.”

“I’m fine. I’ve been getting enough to eat,” Uriah told her and held up the rabbits. “The snow slowed me down, but I did some hunting. Where are Eira and Wyn? I saw Owain rush off to get some water.”

As his mother took the rabbits from Uriah, footsteps from the end of the hall grew louder. A tall girl and a younger boy rushed into the kitchen, eyes going to him.

“Uriah!” they cried, rushing at him. Arms wrapped around him, and he staggered. “You’re back!”

His grin broadened as he scooped them up, twirling them around as they giggled in his ears. “Aye, I am,” he said, setting them back down on their feet.

Eira’s long red hair was tied back in two braids, her flowing brown dress brushing against her ankles. Freckles marked her cheeks, green eyes round with excitement. Wyn came up to her side, his smile missing a few teeth, and his shaggy brown hair brushed against his hazel eyes. He tugged at Uriah’s arm, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

“Will you be staying a long time?” Wyn asked.

Uriah picked Wyn up, balancing him against his hip. “I’m not staying long. Only a week,” he replied.

“But that’s not long.” The boy stuck out his lower lip a bit. The excitement left Wyn’s face just as quickly as it appeared, replaced with a dejected look that Uriah knew all too well.

Uriah sighed, the weight in his chest returning. “It’s not. I’m sorry,” he replied and set Wyn on the counter. “I still have work to do in Sarddon. Why don’t I finally teach you some swordplay? I think you’re old enough now.”

His younger brother’s eyes lit up. “Really? I found a really good stick that looks like a sword.”

“Owain and I want to learn, too!” Eira said. “I’ll go get him otherwise he’ll take forever to get back from getting water. Don’t start without us.”

She ran to get her shoes and coat. “Make sure you don’t get distracted either,” Morag told her before turning to Uriah. “I’ll let your sisters know that you’re back. They’ll be excited to see you. And you’ll get to meet your nephew.” She poured him a cup of water before slicing up a thick round of bread and slathering it with yellow butter.

The comforting sounds of his family drifted around him, bringing up memories of his childhood running past his siblings, loud laughter, and the anticipation for dinner. His mother handed him the slice of bread. Light filtered in through the smudged window, hitting the small hanging pieces of colored glass. Patches of flour and white handprints continued down to the wooden countertop. In the doorway, names and heights were carved into the wood, Uriah’s name and heights over the years were faded. Small carved drawings followed Owain’s name, ranging from horses to deer and flowers.

Being back in his childhood home soothed the old aches in his heart while deepening his longing for a similar life. He blinked, seeing Serein and her kids in the kitchen behind his eyelids. The familiar flutter rose in his chest, and his eyes flew open, the image vanishing.

I need to stop thinking about her like that. I did the same thing with Safiya and look where it got me…

“Everything alright?” his mother asked, standing beside him. She had started skinning one of the hares over a large bowl. Wyn watched and cut off a piece of bread.

Uriah nodded and took a bite of bread, the butter thick and salty. “Just tired from the journey,” he replied. “Pass me one of the hares. I’ll help you skin them.”
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A bead of sweat trickled down the back of Rameses’ neck despite the blanket of night around him. The relentless heat of distant day was interrupted by wayward breezes coming off the ocean as the early monsoon rains moved on, leaving behind humidity and new growth. Nala lay on her side in the grass, the tip of her tail flicking. Night birds filled the air with noise while frogs croaked.

“Too hot for you, Nala?” Rameses asked, rubbing her stomach with his foot. The tigress huffed through her nose. Feels like we’ll have a hot summer this year if spring is already this warm, he thought. The storms are coming in early this year.

The thunk of an arrow hitting the wooden target behind him made him look up. Rasima lowered her bow, three arrows stuck in the center of the ring amidst the five clustered around the edges. Her dark hair was pulled back, and the edges of her gray abaya fluttered in the breeze.

“Much better,” Rameses said. “Three in the middle this time.”

Rasima turned to him with a sigh, the dull moonlight casting shadows on her face. “It’s still not perfect,” she told him. “I still miss more than what’s hitting the target.”

“But for not shooting that long, you’ve come a long way, Rasi. Wouldn’t you agree, Ilderim?” Rameses glanced back at his wali who stood by the almond trees hiding them in the pocket of the garden.

“It’s an improvement, sayyida. When Rameses first started, he managed to shoot me in the arm when he missed,” Ilderim said.

Rasima gasped. “He did? Why haven’t I heard about this before?”

“It wasn’t my finest moment,” Rameses told her, crossing his arms and staring at the ground. “From then on I made sure not to miss, so no one would get hurt.”

He tried to keep his voice light, but the memory of the blood through Ilderim’s sleeve and the red drops on the ground turned his stomach.

“But how did you manage to shoot Ilderim?” his sister pressed.

“I had turned around to show Father and Uncle that I could shoot, forgetting that I had a loaded bow. Ilderim…happened to be behind me.”

“It wasn’t a terrible wound,” Ilderim said. “And as I said, your aim has gotten better.”

Rameses looked at the sky, taking in the constellations pinned next to the sliver of moon. “Moral of the story is that you shouldn’t rush things, especially with a weapon,” he told his sister. Ilderim never blamed me for it, but I still haven't reached a point where I can laugh about it yet.

“Oh, I thought it was that I’m already better than you since I haven’t shot anyone yet,” she replied with a laugh in her voice.

Rameses went over and ruffled her hair. “Fair. That’s probably not something to strive for.”

Rasima slapped his hand away. “Serein would say that you should only shoot at someone if you’re not going to miss.”

“Very true. But the aim of our lessons is teaching aim, not how to kill someone.”

Slinging the bow over her shoulder, Rasima retrieved her arrows from the target. Rameses watched the faint glow of the guards’ lanterns on the palace walls. Darkness kept them hidden, but each pass of a guard reminded him how easily they could be found out even in the overgrown corner of the garden.

“Where is Serein?” Rasima asked as she refilled the quiver hanging from a nearby branch. “She and Uriah have been gone awhile. Are they on another mission together like before?”

“It’s only been a few weeks. Serein is on a mission, and Uriah has gone to see his family,” he told her. Although it does seem strange that they left around the same time. They would have told me if they were going on a secret mission again.

“What do you think she will make of your betrothed?” He felt his sister’s stare on him. “You two have been spending a lot of time together.”

“Is that so bad? We are going to be married.” If I can’t stop my father before then…

“Yes, but are you doing it because you like her or because you have to?”

Rameses frowned, trying to discern Rasima’s face through the darkness. “Since when have you started asking questions like that?”

“Since you looked like you wanted to hide when your engagement was announced.”

“Was I that easy to read?” Rameses asked.

“Only in the fact that you smiled less than usual,” she told him. “What has changed?”

The warm air trailed along his sweaty brow. Since the day in the library of the House of Knowledge, his conversations with Sabah had filled the moments of boredom when he wasn’t digging through old manuscripts and hoping to find the mysterious woman who visited his father. Sabah didn’t make him feel like he was walking on air, but her presence was comforting in the absence of Serein and Uriah.

“I don’t dislike my conversations with Sabah. She’s easy to talk with, and her straightforwardness is refreshing. She’s even hinted that she’s not half-bad at shatranj,” Rameses said with a slight shrug.

Nala’s head jerked up, ears erect and nose to the air. In a flash of white, she sprinted out of the garden.

“What’s wrong, Nala?” he asked.

“Perhaps she found something to hunt,” Ilderim said.

“That wasn’t her usual hunting demeanor. She only does that when…” Rameses watched the tigress disappear through the bushes as she raced toward the palace. “Serein must be back.”

Rameses ran after Nala, the branches of passing bushes hitting his legs.

“Rameses, wait for me!” Rasima called behind him while the bells hanging from his ears chimed with each step.

Nala was a pale dot heading for the stables. Dark shapes came into view as Rameses got closer, stumbling across the gravel paths. Shadows moved inside the stable, and Nala ran inside. Frightened neighs greeted the tiger’s appearance, but Serein’s voice drifted through the sounds of the horses.

Rameses peered into the stables to see her balancing the weight of the tiger as Nala rested her paws on her shoulders. Her scarred face broke into a smile, fingers buried in the white fur.

Rameses’ grin broadened as he stepped inside. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, Serein,” he said, inhaling the scent of hay and horses.

Serein’s blue gaze landed on him. “You’re out late. Have you been waiting up at night, waiting for me to return?” she asked.

She lowered Nala off her shoulders and headed to the stall where her silver horse was being unsaddled. A short whistle left her lips, and the tiger settled on her haunches. Serein slung her packs over her shoulders, daggers hanging from her sides underneath the folds of her traveling rida’.

“It’s been quite boring without you or Uriah around.” Hopefully, her mission was fruitful, he thought, trying not to think about which pack might hold the trophies his father ordered her to bring back.

Movement behind Serein caught his eyes, and Rameses stopped in his tracks. Two brown-haired children with bright, turquoise-colored eyes peered out from the stall. Their cheeks were darkened by the sun. Beads were woven into their hair, and each wore a necklace with a stone around their necks. Serein whispered to them in Sarlyrian. The children pressed closer to Serein’s legs.

“Why are there children here? Where did they come from?” Rameses asked, brow furrowing.

“I found them in Idris working in Duval’s house. I thought they might have some useful information, and that a life here might be better than starving on the streets,” she told him. “Abarron, Zeru, this is Crown Prince Rameses.”

Her words deepened his confusion. The boy, Abarron, didn’t answer and instead went around Serein to approach Nala, holding out his small hand. Nala sniffed it and pressed her nose into his palm, and he smiled. The girl’s attention remained on Rameses.

“That must have been some journey, traveling across the desert with two children. The saddle must have been tight with three people in it.”

“It had its challenges, but we made it here. A bit sore but in one piece. Liqen worked hard and has earned a good rest.” Rameses gave her a questioning look, and she nodded to her horse.

“Why do you have bells on your ears?” the girl asked.

“It’s a sign of the royal heirs. Bells for the young heirs and rings for the Malika and Malik,” Rameses replied. “It’s to signify the bells that rang when the Saints chose the first leader of Sarddon.”

She tilted her head, squinting at him as she stifled a yawn. “Airs? What’s a Malik and Malika? Don’t they get annoying? All that ringing in your ears?”

“Zeru,” Serein said, “give him a chance to reply.”

A smile worked its way onto Rameses’ face. “Heirs are those next in line for the throne. A Malik is the king, and a Malika is the queen. At first, they were annoying, but I’m used to it now.” He looked back at Serein, dozens of questions piling up on his tongue.

“Serein! You’re back!” Rasima came up behind Rameses with Ilderim, hair sweaty and sticking to her forehead. “Who are these children?”

“Orphans she found in Idris,” Rameses answered, meeting her questioning look.

“Oh.” A sad expression crossed her face for a moment before she smiled at the children. “It’s very nice to meet you both. I’m Rasima. I’m Rameses’ sister,” Rasima told them.

“Your Highnesses,” Ilderim said, straightening, “perhaps you should let Serein rest. She’s had a long journey from the Old Kingdom. And Rasima should return to her chambers before her guards start asking too many questions.”

Rameses blinked. “I’m being inconsiderate. My apologies, Serein. I’d forgotten how late it was,” he said quickly. “I’ll let you rest. We can talk tomorrow. Perhaps coffee over breakfast? It’s been a while since we caught up, and I have so much to tell you. And so many questions to ask you.”

Serein nodded, but her eyes remained on the children. She left the stables, speaking to them quietly while Nala padded beside her. Rameses caught the smell of jasmine and the faint trace of iron left in her wake.

Why would Serein bring children back with her? Was it really because she thought they would be useful? She’s not the sentimental type, but maybe because they look like Ravanassë she had pity on them…He watched them disappear into the darkness.

Serein threw her rida’ on the majlis while Luca and Astra moved around her chambers, eyes wide and mouths open. Nala flopped onto the floor and stretched out happily. The children stared out the window into the expansive moonlit gardens. The exhaustion they had and the soreness from the weeks in the saddle seemed to vanish as they took in the palace.

“All this is yours?” Astra asked as she climbed down from the window bench and went over to the bookshelf.

“Some of this is mine,” Serein replied. The weight of the bag of severed hands she held reminded her of her duty to Sethos. She set it on one of the shelves out of the children’s reach. Rameses and Rasima seemed to believe my lie. It was probably fortuitous that they were the first ones to see Luca and Astra since they’re more sympathetic to the orphan story. Sethos will be the next challenge, and he probably already knows about them.

Astra and Luca headed for the bedchamber, stopping in front of the bed. “You could fit a hundred people on this bed, Mama,” Astra said, jumping onto the indigo sheets. She laid out in the middle, kicking her shoes off.

“Remember what we talked about? You mustn’t call me that here,” Serein told her as she lit a lantern. “You can’t use your real name or your brother’s. You need to use the names I told you to use. We’re playing the pretending game, remember?”

“But why do we have to use different names?” Astra asked.

Luca crawled up next to his sister and ran his hand along the sheets. Nala came over and sniffed his shoes before she jumped onto the bed next to him. The smell of the horse and sweat mingled with the scent of clean linens.

“It’s not our custom for strangers to know our real names, so that they don’t end up owning our souls.”

“Abelia and Titus said that, too, but is it real?” Astra’s eyelids began to droop as the softness of the bed wrapped around her.

“To a degree. Knowing one’s full name gives you power over them.” And I don’t want anyone to have power over them that could harm them.

“They speak funny here. I don’t know what they’re saying,” Astra said.

“They speak Sarddonian. Here in the palace with the nobles and the royal family the Common Tongue is used. Be careful who you speak Sarlyrian to.”

Astra muttered something in between her yawns, the broken orange sound falling against the pillows. Through the dim, Serein saw sadness shadowing Luca’s face as he traced Nala’s stripes with his finger.

“What’s wrong, my Sun?” Serein asked.

“This place feels weird. Like the ground is screaming. Why?” he asked, rubbing his eyes.

Serein sat on the edge of the bed and stroked Luca’s hair. “I’ve felt it, too. There’s no magic here. The King’s driven it away,” she told him. It must feel very different than the Sava Forests where magic still exists. I don’t know if they can still use their gifts here. That’s something Sethos can’t discover—especially not Xansas.

You can’t hide them from me, Xansas told her.

Luca touched his necklace and ran his fingers over the runes. “How?” he asked, hugging his knees close to his chest.

“No one knows.”

“I don’t like it. It makes me feel weird.”

“Like you’re sick?”

Luca looked at the ceiling. “I don’t know. Like something’s gone.”

“I know,” Serein said. “This place may be strange, but we won’t be here forever. There’s one thing you both must remember. Your gifts, you must keep them hidden. No one must ever know.”

Their eyes landed on her, brimming with questions she didn’t have answers to. “Why?”

“The King hates the Ravanassë and the Immortals, including the abilities some possess—abilities like yours. It’s what makes you both true like your grandmother. Magic is forbidden here.”

“Magic’s not bad,” Astra said, sitting up sharply.

“We know that, but the king doesn’t,” Serein told them. “I’ll show you the people here you can trust. I’ll teach you how to play the pretending game. How to be seen but not noticed. This place is like the forest—pretty and full of interesting things, but there are predators lurking around the corner you need to be on guard against.”

Astra settled back against the pillows. “I miss our home.”

“I know you do. You’ll see Abelia and Titus again. We’ll write them letters.”

“What about Uriah? We’ll see him again?” Luca asked.

“He’ll be back soon,” Serein said. “Remember, you need to pretend you don’t know him when he arrives.”

Luca looked at the window. “Will we get to see the ocean soon? You promised we’d see it.”

“Of course. You’ll even get to swim in it, maybe even look for seashells.” The fragility of the moment hit Serein in the chest, leaving her breathless. There’s so much to teach them and not a lot of time. If only they could remain innocent a little while longer. At least for tonight they can.

The dark blue clank of a key turning in a lock punctured the quiet. Serein reached for her dagger, heart stilling as she moved into her living chambers. Nala jumped down from the bed and followed. The door opened and Rizwana’s shadow stretched into the room. She shuffled in with a basket on her hip, humming a lapis-blue song. Serein stepped into view, and the maidservant jumped.

“Oh, Miss! I didn’t know you were back! I was coming to leave fresh linens on the bed,” Rizwana said as the lantern swung in her hand.

“I returned a little bit ago,” Serein told her. With Rizwana here, I can leave them for a bit to speak with Sethos instead of having to lock the door.

“Will you be needing a bath drawn up or supper?”

Serein heard small feet hitting the floor behind her, and hands tugged on the back of her tunic. “I’ll be meeting the King in a bit.”

“Who are the children?” Rizwana asked, eyes landing on the twins.

“Orphans I found in Idris. They were servants in the house of a man I was sent to visit, and I brought them back because I thought they might know something. Zeru and Abarron, this is Rizwana. She works in the palace.” I told them enough information from Duval’s documents and the names of the men he met with so their stories should sound believable. Not enough to make them the focus of too much interest, but enough to be useful.

Rizwana’s face softened. “How old are they?”

“Nearly eight. Could you let Zeru help you with the linens and cleaning? And teach her sewing? I’m hoping Abarron will be able to help the stable master.”

Rizwana looked at Serein. “I’ll make sure the girl is well looked after. I can put in a word with some of the other servants if the boy can’t go to the stables.”

“Would you be able to watch them until I’m done?” She retrieved the sack from the shelf. “They’ve already eaten, but could probably use a bath. They’ve had a long journey.”

“I’ll stay with them until you return.”

Too many trails, volchitsa. You know it’s risky to involve others.

“Thank you.” She forced a small smile despite the chill prickling along her skin.

“Where are you going? Will you come back?” Astra asked in Sarlyrian, her eyes darting to Rizwana.

“I’m going to talk with the King about my mission. I’ll be back soon.” Fear crossed Luca and Astra’s faces. “It’ll be alright. Rizwana and Nala will take care of you until I return. You can trust her.”

Their worry dug beneath her skin and clung to her as she gently pulled herself from her children’s grasps. Her grip tightened around the bag, the lingering scent of death wrapping around her as she opened the door.

Duval’s signet ring clinked against the collection of trophies in the ivory box, spilling orange across the metal and precious stones inside. Serein waited to be dismissed, each second she stood before the Malik hitting her pulse like a tremor. Compared to the fresh coolness of the Sava Forests and the hum of magic, the study felt suffocating and dry.

Rizwana won’t let anyone into the room who isn’t me, Serein thought as she kept her gaze on Sethos. But there’s the risk that someone else could force their way in…and if that someone is Xansas or another who works for him…

She swallowed back the flood of dark scenarios that flashed through her mind as Sethos closed the box and leaned his elbows on his desk.

“I was expecting you back last week,” he said, the blood red words breaking her thoughts.

“My apologies. There were some storms near Idris and in the desert that delayed me. Duval’s manor wasn’t easy to slip into either, at least not without leaving behind a lot of dead guards,” Serein replied. He should have gotten Uriah’s letter before I arrived. He already knows about the children and was expecting me to return with them. The fact that he hasn’t mentioned them yet is worrying. This feels like a trap.

Sethos stood and picked up the box. Kamau’s eyes darted to the Malik as he moved to the bookshelves.

“Is it also related to the children you returned with?” Sethos asked.

The question made her breath catch despite the nights she spent crafting her response and bracing for the inevitable. “They’re servants from Duval’s household, Your Majesty,” Serein replied. She quieted her fears while she fed Sethos the rehearsed lies. “They spent time attending to some of the men Duval had dealings with. I thought they might have some useful information.”

His golden stare searched her face, stony face unreadable except for the thinly veiled scrutiny in his gaze. “And you thought children would be more useful than any of the other servants?” he asked.

“Children are often overlooked, so people speak loosely in front of them.”

“Or could it be that they are Ravanassë, and you have a soft spot for them.”

Xansas’ white words mixed with the blood-red ones circling around the room. “It’s a Ravanassë custom to care for orphans when we can. Once Il-Makah is finished speaking with them, I’d like to take them on as wards, with your permission, Your Majesty. Since they worked as servants, perhaps they could work in the palace.”

“Why would I have need for child servants? There are enough in the palace more skilled than them.”

“They’re quick learners and observant listeners.” Sethos stared down at her, and Serein’s steady pulse quickened, worry mounting in her chest. “Just as they picked up secrets in Duval’s house, they could perhaps be useful here, too.” If they can’t be useful as servants, maybe spies will be more enticing to Sethos. But if this doesn’t work, would I be able to leave them with Eneca until I can find a safe place for them to stay? Or maybe now is the time to see if Rajiya and Baqir really are who I think they are.

“Do you expect to care for them while attending to your own duties?” Sethos asked without responding to her reply.

“The boy, Abarron, can work in the stables and the girl, Zeru, can work with the maids. Rizwana, my maidservant, might appreciate the extra set of hands.”

“It is unbecoming of you to be so sentimental. Do you expect them to stay with the servants or in your chambers? Will you have my son watch them like he does your pet when you are away?”

She paused, sensing the looming weight of his words. “I’ll take full responsibility for them. When I have to leave Oyon, Rizwana can keep an eye on them until I return.”

Sethos returned to his desk, each step punctuating the silence. “Once Il-Makah is done with them, you may take them on as wards,” he said, waving his hand to dismiss her. It felt like the air returned to the room. “If I find you are neglecting your duties because of those children, I will send them away.”

She bowed, holding in a sigh of relief. “Yes, Your Majesty. I swear that they won’t be an issue.”

Sethos returned to his desk, waving his hand to dismiss her. Swiveling on her heel, Serein headed for the door. Everything inside her screamed at her to run, but she maintained an even pace.

“An assassin caring for children. How amusing,” she heard Sethos say behind her, though his tone sounded anything but amused. She left feeling like she had barely avoided falling off the edge of the knife.

Rizwana looked up from sewing a small pair of trousers as Serein opened the door, the flickering lantern light brushing her cheeks with shadows. She shut and locked the door, shifting the wrapped parcel of maamoul cookies, dates, and flatbreads under her arm.

“The children fell asleep after their bath,” Rizwana told her.

“Thank you for watching them,” she replied.

“They were no trouble. Poor dears seem exhausted. I saw that the girl’s trousers had a hole in them and decided to fix it.” The maidservant stopped, the needle poised above the tan fabric. “How did your talk with the Malik go?”

“As well as it could have. Il-Makah will talk to the children, and then they’ll be my wards.”

Setting the food down on the table, Serein peered into the darkened bedchamber. Luca and Astra lay curled next to each other while Nala rested at their feet. The anxiousness coiled in her stomach unwound, and exhaustion settled on her shoulders. The floor was cool beneath her feet as she removed her shoes. Nala’s ears perked up, shifting toward Serein while she rooted around in her pack. Her fingers brushed against a small pouch resting on the top. Opening it, Serein touched the two crystals nestled in the folded veil Abelia had started.

Carnelian for endurance and courage. Sodalite for peace. The last one is for me to choose, she thought and studied the stones. Soon Astra will come of age, and I’ll have to give her this veil. Years away but still so close.

How well do you think you’ll be able to protect them? The white voice bubbled up through the cracks, and she shut the bag.

“You won’t touch them,” she whispered, hands clenching. “You’ll be dead.”

I can’t die. I’m bound to you, volchitsa. As long as you live, I live.

Serein’s eyes went to the balcony doors, heart racing as her hands went to her weapons. No Xansas stood beyond the glass and the chamber stood empty, yet the sound of his voice lingered in the shadows.
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Dawn brushed the sky, its cloudy fingers pulling back the dark veil of night. Oyon slowly awoke as Serein moved through the narrow alleys with Luca and Astra following close. She had dressed them in tan djellabas and brown scarves wrapped around their heads. An amethyst breeze drifted past in lazy spirals, touching the edges of the veil shrouding her face. Through the brine of the sea air came the smell of baking bread from the neighborhood ovens.

“Are we going to get breakfast?” Astra asked. Her orange voice brightened the worn plaster walls around them as she fidgeted with the scarf.

“Yes. After we pay a visit to someone,” Serein replied, scanning the streets before crossing. Sethos’ words from last night still lingered in the back of her mind. “Remember to pay attention to the streets we’re taking. Do you know where we are?”

“The Copper District?” Luca asked.

She squeezed his hand. “Very good.”

Through the maze of streets winding through the mazarine-blue buildings, she spotted the house with a lemon tree growing on the roof. Other nearby houses grew plants on the roofs, but the budding lemon tree was distinctive. The curtains were drawn in the windows, and she didn’t see any light inside.

“Remember to be quiet,” Serein whispered to them. “Soft steps up the stairs like you use when hunting.” No one is around, but there could be someone watching. Let’s hope they’re looking somewhere else, she thought and led them up the stairs of Rajiya and Baqir’s house.

The honeyed smell of the bougainvillea growing nearby mixed with the scent of lemon blossoms and rosemary. Her eyes darted to the cat’s claw vine with its curved thorns growing next to pepper plants. She let go of her children’s hands and scanned the rooftops. Whispered voices trickled out from behind the lemon tree and Serein crouched beside the large pot. Hidden behind it was a hole in the roof that disappeared down a wide pipe. Watery green and dark purple voices crawled out, the Sarlyrian syllables hard to make out.

New voices. They must be hiding new people. She turned to Luca and Astra. “Sit here and wait until I call for you. Be as quiet as possible.” They nodded and she kissed their hands. “Wait for my signal.”

Serein left the roof and knocked on the door. Another dark blue sound echoed from inside. Her gaze darted around as a white cat came out of an alley with a mouse in its mouth, green eyes watching her. After a few moments, the door opened partially, revealing Rajiya’s surprised face. Her dark graying hair hung past her shoulders, uncovered, while she wore a simple yellow gandora.

“Who are you? It’s very early in the morning,” Rajiya said, the bright orange of her voice speckled with suspicion.

Serein lifted her veil and gave a thin smile. “I apologize for waking you so early. I was in the neighborhood.” She only looks like she’s been asleep, but I suspect she’s been up a while.

The woman’s hazel eyes widened. “Serein? Why are you here so early?”

“May I come in?”

Rajiya’s mouth set in a hard line and she regarded Serein with a furrowed brow. “I can put on a pot of tea,” she finally said, opening the door wider.

Serein stepped into the darkened room and Baqir looked up from the kitchen. She signed a greeting, and he nodded. It’d been months since she’d been inside the house, but not much had changed. She glanced at the side room past the kitchen.

The house sits upon a section of the underground city, but I don’t know if they have a connecting cellar. The maps aren’t complete, but it’s safe to assume that there are secret, unmarked passages. Perfect for smuggling people through the city unseen.

“What brings you here? Hopefully, you haven’t injured yourself again,” Rajiya said and started a fire beneath the copper kettle. “I’m sure the palace healers would be better than anything I could do.”

“None of them make tea quite as good as you.” Serein stood by the cushions around the table decorated with carved birds. “The taste was familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on it until now. There was cat’s claw in the tea. I haven’t been able to find it outside of the Old Kingdom. I’m curious as to why you have it.”

The woman moved past her husband as he stoked the oven. “I brought some back from my time on the front. It has many healing properties and has been useful over the years. I’m sure some merchants in Oyon sell it,” she said, scooping out tea from a clay jar.

Serein glanced at the light brightening outside the closed curtains. “I’m sure no one else makes salteñas or other Ravanassë dishes.”

“I’ve developed a taste for them and sometimes I share them with the neighborhood children. I’m afraid if you’re here for some, I haven’t made any, but if you want to come by later, I can make some for you.”

“Another time,” she said. I’ve stalled long enough. I can’t leave Luca and Astra alone too much longer. The sheathes of the daggers brushed against Serein’s thighs beneath her robes as she moved closer to the kitchen. “I wouldn’t want the other people in this house to go hungry.”

Rajiya froze and the only sound was the burgundy cries of the gulls outside and the purple-blue crackle of the fire. She continued setting up the tea tray on the counter. “I’m not sure what you mean. It’s only Baqir and I here. Sometimes we have guests over, but none recently.” Rajiya’s voice was quieter, her shoulders tensing.

“I could’ve sworn I heard the voices of two other people somewhere in the back of the house, possibly in a cellar of sorts.”

“I think you’re mistaken. With how close the houses are, voices echo.” Baqir returned to the room, and Rajiya met his gaze. Tension crackled through the air.

“I don’t think many would risk speaking Sarlyrian so openly in Oyon. Are you hiding refugees in this house?” Serein asked, stopping a few feet from them.

Baqir moved to the counter where a knife lay. “Such a thing is illegal. We wouldn’t do such a thing,” Rajiya said with a laugh.

“You both are smart. The sound I heard before you opened the door was a signal, wasn’t it? There’s probably a secret room attached to your cellar that leads to the underground city. I heard voices coming from the pipe behind the lemon tree. I know you know who I am, but I suggest hearing me out before you grab that knife.” Serein moved her hands slowly as she signed, keeping her eyes on Baqir. “I have a favor to ask.”

Rajiya touched her husband’s arm, and he stopped.

“If you both are smuggling Old Kingdom refugees out of the city, I’d like your help. Someday I might need you to get two children out of Oyon and back to the Old Kingdom.”

She stepped toward them, and Baqir grabbed the knife, holding it out in front of him. Serein stopped and reached into her pocket to pull out the stone with the rebel tree symbol on it. She set it down on the counter in front of them and backed away.

“I don’t know if you’re connected with the rebels, but this is a sign you can trust me.”

They stared at the rock, and Baqir set the knife down. “Why?” he signed. “You’re the Malik’s muharib.”

“For the same reason you’re doing what you’re doing. I have my own reasons, and being the muharib gives you no reason to trust me. But with all the spies in the city, if I had wanted to turn you in or do away with you, it would’ve happened by now. And you can also be assured that none of this will reach Uriah or Rameses.”

Rajiya and Baqir exchanged looks, their hands moving in a flurry of signs. Serein listened for noise on the roof, but everything remained quiet. A minute went by before they glanced back at her.

“We have a secret room that leads to the underground tunnels. People are sent to us who need a place to stay before a guide comes to take them out of the city. We only take a few people at a time and only when the rebel guides send word to us.”

“I would only need shelter for two children. I have instructions about where they are to go and who will take them there if and when the time comes,” Serein told them. They haven’t been discovered by the Jackals for now. I won’t be able to appear here again, but I’ll make sure Luca and Astra know the way here.

“Are they orphans?” Rajiya asked.

“Yes. They’re under my care.” Serein hesitated, afraid to utter the truth aloud.

The woman’s eyes widened slightly before her features softened. “Why would you need to send them to the Old Kingdom and why come to us?”

“I’m taking care of them until my time as muharib is done, but I fear he may decide to harm them. I want to keep them safe. And as for coming to you, when you fixed up my wound I sensed you weren’t what you seemed. It wasn’t until I watched you both and heard the voices just now that my hunches were confirmed.” Serein pulled out a pouch of gold dijils and set them next to the stone. “This is to help with any expenses you need and in case you find yourselves in a problematic situation. There’s a note inside with instructions.”

“We don’t need the money,” Rajiya told her and tried to hand the pouch back.

“Maybe not, but it’ll be there if needed.”

The woman took the coins and sighed. “When you knocked on the door, we were worried we’d been discovered. It’s already a fine line to walk with Rameses and Uriah.”

“You won’t need to worry about Rameses turning you in if he finds out, and I doubt Uriah would want that for you either.” Serein opened the door and stuck her head out. She let out a four-note whistle. “You can come down now.”

A few moments passed before she heard the sound of sandals slapping the roof. Luca and Astra appeared around the corner, their cheeks flushed. Serein waved them in and closed the door. Luca grabbed her robes and watched Rajiya and Baqir as he hid halfway behind her. Astra glanced around the house before taking Serein’s hand.

“This is Rajiya and Baqir,” she told them.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Rajiya said in quiet Sarlyrian, and Baqir smiled. “How old are they?”

“We’re almost eight,” Astra said before Serein could speak.

“They know to come here if anything happens,” Serein told Rajiya. “They know Sarlyrian and Common, and a little Sarddonian.”

“We swear to the Saints that we’ll protect them as if they were our own.” Rajiya placed a hand over her heart and Baqir did the same.

The gesture made the tension between Serein’s shoulders loosen, and she managed a smile. “You have my eternal appreciation.”

“When you see Uriah and Rameses again, tell them that they’ve been neglecting us.” Baqir’s hands moved quickly.

“What’s he doing?” Astra whispered.

“He’s talking. He can’t hear what we’re saying so that’s how he communicates,” Serein replied. “You have my word that no attention will be drawn to your house because of me.”

“Until we meet again then.”

“I hope it’s not for a long time.” Serein lowered her veil and took her children’s hands, stepping out into the street. The last traces of night had evaporated and sunlight fell over the houses. “Do you both remember the way back?”

“Yes,” they replied, blue and orange voices mixing together.

“We’ll go back toward the bazaar and can take the Main Road to the palace or go up to the Gold District,” Astra said.

“If you two get separated from me, come here. My friend Eneca will find you if I can’t.” I’ll need to meet with her soon. She’ll be eager to meet them.

“You won’t leave us again, will you?”

Serein looked down at her children, the words stabbing through her scarred skin. “No, carissima,” she said. “I won’t leave you behind ever again.”

“Can we use our magic if we’re in trouble?” Astra whispered.

Serein looked around, lips pursed. “Only when it’s necessary. If your lives are in danger, try not to be seen.” Despite how weak magic is here, they might still be able to use their abilities. How much have Abelia and Titus been teaching them? she thought, letting Luca and Astra lead her back to the palace.

The summons from Il-Makah to the Tower of Secrets had come sooner than Serein would have liked when she returned to the palace. She tried not to let her fears wander to dark scenarios of what would come from his mouth as she sat across from him in his chambers, Luca and Astra seated on either side of her at the table. They eyed the plate of sweets in the middle and shifted on the cushions.

Bal’s sharp lavender caw rang out behind Serein, cutting through her like an arrow. The raven landed on top of his cage, his head tilted. A prickle of unease ran up Serein’s spine, cold fingers tracing each vertebrae with silent warnings.

“I hope your journey back to Oyon was uneventful,” Il-Makah said, his glittering black voice drifting around the room. He wore a smile, face full of creases, his bald head glistening. Sparkling hazel eyes landed on Luca and Astra, and Serein’s heart quickened.

“It was slow, but nothing I couldn’t handle,” she said, watching his face for any glimpse that he sensed anything was amiss. I’m sure he’s heard already that they’re from Duval’s. But if he manages to discover the truth, he’ll hold onto that knowledge until the moment arises when he needs to use it against me, she thought. If he manages talks with them alone, he could figure out the truth…

“I wasn’t expecting you to bring back anything but information from Idris,” the spymaster said and took a handkerchief from his sleeve to mop his brow. “It’s been a while since there have been Ravanassë children in the palace. It’s so very rare to see twins.”

How much has he been able to glean already? He no doubt has his men watching and asking questions, trying to find holes in the story. The vagueness works to my advantage until he can prove otherwise. Serein kept her posture relaxed despite everything in her screaming to tense in preparation to fight.

Inga appeared from behind the curtain to the back room, carrying a tray in her arms. The glasses clacked against the hammered metal, and steam rose from the kettle as the Edolasian girl set it beside Il-Makah. Her blonde hair was done up in a bun.

“Care for tea?” He watched Inga pour the dark liquid into one of the glasses.

“What’s it taste like?” Astra asked, hands resting on the tabletop.

“This one is a white tea with rose petals, Zeru. It has a lighter flavor that compliments the desserts in front of you.” The spymaster gestured to the plate with baklava, chebakia, candied dates, and orange slices. “You’ll probably like it better with sugar.”

Luca glanced at Serein, eyes darting to the tea being poured and then the desserts. She nodded, and her son reached for a sticky piece of baklava. He took a bite, eyes widening. The corners of Serein’s mouth lifted a little, a spark of warmth nestling in her chest.

At least there will be one thing here they’ll like, she thought, trying to keep her face neutral.

“How did you two come to work at Duval’s manor?” Il-Makah asked in Sarlyrian as he dropped a cube of sugar into his tea. Inga stared at Serein for a moment before returning to the back room.

Serein’s hands clenched in her lap, waiting for her children to respond.

Astra frowned at Il-Makah and grabbed a chebakia. “Why are you bald?” she said, her orange voice clouding in front of the man.

Il-Makah laughed, shoulders shaking as black shards trickled down from his mouth. “I don’t grow much hair anymore in my old age, so I shave it. I noticed you and your brother had your hair braided in the Ravanassë fashion. Were you allowed to do that in Duval’s manor?”

Astra finished off the fried dessert, taking a sip of tea. “No. Serein helped us when she found us.”

“You both are quite young to have worked as servants. How long were you in the house for?”

The twins glanced at each other. “I don’t know. A while. Mama died when we were younger, and Abarron and me had to live on the streets. Duval wanted people to work in his house, so we did.” Astra told him the rehearsed lines Serein had taught her.

“I’m very sorry for your loss. My mother also died when I was young. It was hard, but I made myself into something more. I’m sure you both will do the same. You probably don’t want to be servants your whole life. Hopefully, you’ll find more opportunities here in Oyon.”

Bal swooped down and landed on the table near the desserts, wings flapping in shades of quiet pink. He tilted his head as he eyed the food.

Crumbs fell from Luca’s chin as he stopped eating. “Is that your bird?” he asked.

Il-Makah’s wrinkled finger stroked the white feathers along Bal’s chest. “Yes. His name’s Bal. He’s a raven.”

“Why is he white and not black?”

“Sometimes there are rare creatures in this world. Bal is one such rarity, which is why he’s my favorite.” The raven eyed the beads in Astra’s hair, clacking his beak together. “He likes shiny things.”

“Why do you have a bird?” Astra asked.

“I’m the spymaster here. I have a tower full of birds who send messages all over the world,” Il-Makah told her as Bal hopped onto his shoulder. He slipped a piece of dried fruit from his pocket and offered it to the raven. “They’re like my eyes and ears.”

Astra’s brow scrunched. “How can birds be your eyes and ears? They’re birds. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Birds see and hear more than we realize. Ravens have a special ability to speak. Bal can be quite chatty when he wants to be.”

“Like parrots?” Astra said, finishing another dessert. The bottom of the plate was becoming visible as more of the treats disappeared.

“Yes. Both are intelligent creatures. We have many birds here. Would you like to see them?”

The twins looked at Serein, curiosity brimming in their eyes. “There are a lot of stairs, but you can see more of the city from the tower,” Serein told them. The more they know about this place, the more beneficial it’ll be. This probably won’t be the last time they’ll be here…

Il-Makah’s knees cracked as he stood, and Bal flapped his wings with a caw. “Indeed. Lots of stairs, so we’ll take our time. Luckily, we only have to make our way down.”

Luca and Astra got up from the table, each grabbing another dessert before coming around to Serein. She followed Il-Makah slowly, still on edge despite the lapse in conversation. The spymaster opened the door for them, and his sharp gaze went to her face.

“Those children have eyes very similar to yours,” Il-Makah said in Sarddonian, the black words slicing at her like a cold blade.

“The eye color is very common in the Old Kingdom,” Serein replied without missing a step. “They have Ravanassë blood, so they’re brighter than most.”

He stared at her, his mouth crinkled into a smile. “I don’t simply mean the color, but the look they have as well. The same curiosity,” Il-Makah said. “Is it the Ravanassë blood that made you pity them?”

Luca and Astra walked down the curving staircase, small hands running along the smooth marble walls. “They reminded me of when I was a child, alone in the world. I felt it was better to bring them here then let something else take them on the streets,” she muttered. Maybe that will be enough to get him off the scent for a bit.

“Seems the Scarred Wraith does have a heart. You’re a complex woman, Serein.”

“I have to be to keep people on their toes.”

He chuckled, the sound mixing with the colorful beats of footfalls in the tower. As he rattled off facts about the Golden Jackals and the Tower of Secrets, Serein barely listened, keeping her focus on her children. They absorbed everything about their new surroundings, and their apprehension waned. She hoped with each step they took they remembered her words in the desert.

The tour was a blur and ended as they stepped into the hallway outside the tower. Luca stopped and stared at the wall carving of an olive tree with a woman beneath it. Both children were sweating and out of breath from the stairs, ready to collapse on the floor.

“Who’s this woman?” Astra asked, pointing to the wall.

“That’s Saint Rahat,” came a golden voice from behind. Peach chimes bounced off the marble stones. “She received the holy words of Alkhaliq under an olive tree, and helped spread His message across Sarddon.”

Rameses walked up with Rasima at his side, their wali following behind. His radiant smile competed with the torchlight around the mural. Both he and Rasima were dressed in varying shades of light blue that brightened the darkened corner of the palace. Il-Makah bowed, hands disappearing into the sleeves of his robes.

“What’s a Saint?” Astra’s question slipped out in between gasps of air.

“They’re prophets of Alkhaliq, our god. There are Twelve of them.”

Serein reached for Luca and Astra, turning them to face Rameses. “You need to bow. Remember, this is Prince Rameses and his sister, Rasima. You bow to royalty, like the spymaster is doing.” She bent her back, mimicking the movement.

“You know that’s not necessary, Serein,” Rameses told her.

She straightened, feeling the knotted tension in her shoulders loosening a bit. “Were you needing something from the Tower of Secrets?”

“I was looking for you. You weren’t in your chambers this morning, so I went looking for you to invite you to breakfast. Although”—the deep tolling of the distant bells left peach ripples in the air—“it’s closer to lunch now. Are you still busy with the spymaster?”

“I’ve just finished up showing Serein’s wards the rookery,” Il-Makah replied. 

“If you would like, I can show you the rest of the palace.” Rameses’ eyes sparkled under the torchlight.

“Perhaps you should let them rest a bit. Maybe once we have lunch, you can give the grand tour,” Rasima said, touching her brother’s arm. The violet-colored words fluttered around her.

“Oh I got ahead of myself again. Yes, lunch first. I’m sure you two have worked up an appetite.”

“I am hungry,” Astra said with baklava flakes still sticking to the corner of her mouth.

“Perfect. We will have it in my riad,” Rameses said, his grin widening.

Luca and Astra looked up at Serein with confusion. “There aren’t more stairs, right?” The orange question was like a pleading prayer.

“No stairs this time,” she replied, and relief passed over their faces.

“I’ll leave you to your meal. We can continue our conversation another day,” Il-Makah said, nodding to Rameses and Rasima.

Crooning to Bal, the spymaster shuffled back to the Tower of Secrets. Serein turned in the opposite direction with Luca and Astra in tow, following in step with Rameses.

I don’t want to have another conversation with him, but this won’t be our last encounter. I’ll have to be better prepared for the next one, she thought, releasing a shaky breath.

The afternoon heat pressed against Serein’s skin as soon as she stepped into the gardens with Luca and Astra. Rasima and Rameses walked ahead with the children while I’timad, Sayid, and the other wali fanned out in a circle. Peacocks called out in fuchsia shrieks, tail feathers dragging across the garden grounds. Serein’s gaze darted around, eyeing every passerby.

“What are those birds?” Luca asked, staring at a peacock resting in the branches of a nearby pomegranate tree.

“They’re peacocks,” Rasima replied, slowing her pace. “The males are the prettier ones, and the females are plainer and brown. We sometimes make quills from the tail feathers. If you find a feather on the ground, you can keep it.”

“Do they taste good?” Astra asked as she tried to reach out and touch the bird. It warbled and darted away in a flap of wings. Luca jumped backward, pressing in close to Serein’s side.

“They do. I can arrange the cook to prepare Oyon’s famous orange sauce and peacock dish for dinner,” Rameses told them.

They’re adjusting well so far. Serein thought, casting sideways glances at the bushes for lurking shadows or a flash of white hair. The dream-like moment of waking up to find her children beside her was broken by the lurking fear of someone stealing the fragile peace.

Astra headed for one of the ponds surrounded by stone statues of peacocks, staring at the fish swimming beneath the surface. Luca followed her, but stopped to pick up a feather.

“Everything alright, Serein?” Rameses asked, his golden voice breaking through the fading fog of colors lingering in the air.

She glanced up as he turned to look back at her. Astra skipped ahead with Rasima, the Amirah pointing at something ahead of them. Luca tried to keep up, the peacock feather held in his hand.

“I’m contemplating the mysteries of the world,” Serein replied.

He smirked at her. “So soon after lunch?”

“It’s the best time for thinking.” For thinking about how to make it through the day and planning a murder if the need arrives.

He gave her a crooked smile, hands clasped in front of him. “There’s that wit I’ve missed. You look tired. Have you been sleeping?”

“Your concern for my sleeping habits is touching, but I’ll manage like I always have.”

Concern left its mark on Rameses’ face with a slight crease in his brow and downturn of his mouth. “I’m simply worried that exhaustion will affect you.”

“It’s more annoying than endearing, princeling.”

Rameses cleared his throat. “So, the children…They seem to be enjoying the gardens.”

“Compared to the statues and architectural information, I think the elephants and peacocks are more interesting to them.”

“I suppose I got carried away yet again,” Rameses said with a wry chuckle as the peach chimes of the bells sparkled around his head. “You’re kind to be taking care of these children. Now that they’re here, what will you do with them when you have to leave for another mission?”

“I asked Rizwana to take Zeru on and for Abarron to help in the stables. Your father made it clear that they shouldn’t be allowed to interfere with my work.”

“I’m more than happy to watch them when you’re away. It will give Nala people to play with instead of terrorizing my dogs and the animals in the garden.”

Serein glanced at him. “Won’t you be busy with your own things? Like your upcoming wedding and planning your library?”

He sighed through his nose as he looked ahead. “Sabah’s mother and mine have been taking care of most of the wedding planning. There hasn’t been much for either of us to do.”

“This is a change. Calling her by her name and using the word ‘us’. Hard to believe that last month you looked like you were ready to vomit at the mention of marriage,” she said with a raised eyebrow.

“She and I had some good conversations while you were away. I will admit, she’s not boring to talk to.”

“Well, that’s almost like admitting you have feelings for her.”

He touched his ring. “I don’t know if I would go that far, but I have enjoyed talking with her. It’s been a bit lonely without you and Uriah to talk with. I think you might like her. She’s level-headed and wants what’s best for her people and her city. I’m sure I could sway her to be on our side,” he said under his breath.

“Be very careful. Don’t tell her anything about our plan until we know for sure if she can be trusted. Just because you are betrothed doesn’t mean her loyalty lies with you.” An ally with her resources and control of the coast would be helpful, but only if her feelings for Rameses are greater than her fear of Sethos.

Rosewood-colored trumpeting rumbled through the air above the palm trees. Luca and Astra froze, looking back at Serein with round eyes.

“Those are the elephants,” Serein told them. “They make a lot of noise when they’re talking to each other.”

An elephant appeared, trunk trailing along the ground as her pink and gray ears flapped against the side of her wrinkly head. Her ivory tusks were tipped with gold. The long gray trunk broke off a palm frond and fed the vegetation into her mouth. A servant walked around the herd, carrying a wooden stick in his hand as he patted its side. A smaller one padded after the adults.

“It’s huge,” Astra whispered, her eyes wide.

“One of the biggest animals on earth,” Rameses told her. “They live in Ginjarr’s forests. We brought some over from the Three Sister Mountains. Would you like to touch her? Don’t worry, she’s gentle.”

“I’ll show you my favorite one. Her name is Yasmine, and she’s over there with her calf, Amal,” Rasima said to the twins with a smile. Violet words fell like petals on the ground. “Yasmine likes her trunk stroked.”

She led the children toward the pond where the elephants gathered, her wali following close. The farther away they got, the more the thread of worry tightened around Serein’s heart. The man tending to the elephants bowed to Rasima. Their voices created muted colored clouds that painted the gray hides. Astra followed Rasima up to one of the females. A smile overtook the girl’s face. For a moment, Serein didn’t exist to them as they got lost in the excitement of the new creatures before them.

Rameses cleared his throat, and she turned back to him. He jerked his chin toward the palm tree behind him. His wali remained a few yards away as Serein and Rameses ducked into the shade out of earshot.

“The elephant has the same name as your former lover,” Serein said.

“The keeper named her that long before I met Yasmine. When I told her, she just laughed,” he said, leaning against the trunk of the tree. “Was Duval useful at all?”

“His papers were more helpful than he ever would be,” she said. “I’ll give you the ledgers I took from his study.”

“It’s a shame he couldn’t be a useful ally alive,” he muttered, his brow knitted.

“Just because he was willing to betray your father’s soldiers to the rebels doesn’t mean he was doing it for moral reasons. It was all about money for him. Even if we convinced him to join your cause, it would have been at a high price, and he might have turned on you if someone else made him a higher offer.”

“Perhaps you’re right…We need people who believe that things need to change in this country, not those who aim to profit from it.”

Orange and blue excitement punctured the air, tugging at her to turn her gaze in their direction. Serein crossed her arms. “Your father is growing more suspicious of me. He sent a spy to follow me on this mission.” It’s best not to tell him it was Uriah. That will create more questions than I want to answer.

“One of the Jackals? How did you find out?”

“I have my ways. They didn’t see me do anything out of the ordinary. But if he’s that distrustful of me, then he might send more in the future. It’ll be harder to fake these deaths and get people into hiding.”

Rameses opened his mouth to speak, but his golden eyes darted to something past Serein. His posture relaxed as he stood up straight, smiling. Following his gaze, Serein saw a woman flanked by two guards in green and blue uniforms and light bronze armor approaching. Sabah Noura el-Adlani kept her head raised and each step she took was like a well-rehearsed dance move meant to hold attention.

Sabah’s brown hair was wound into braided tresses behind her shoulders, threaded with blue ribbons that matched her blue and white abaya. She stopped a few feet away from Rameses, bowing with her hand over her heart and two fingers touching her forehead. Orange cords wrapped around her right wrist and twenty jade bands were strung along the haya bracelet.

“Your Highness,” she said in a smooth mahogany-colored voice. “I was told you would be out here.”

“Rasima wanted to show Serein’s new wards,” he gestured to Serein, “the elephants. I thought I’d join her and them.”

Sabah’s dark amber eyes flitted to Serein, widening for a moment before her face settled into a calm mask. The ivory token around Serein’s neck hung on the outside of her tunic and the sunlight settled along her scarred face.

“The Malik’s muharib. I’ve heard so much about you from Rameses. A pleasure to meet you,” Sabah said.

The gaps left between her words exposed the fear Sabah kept from reaching her face. “Most people don’t think it’s a pleasure to meet me, especially when for some I’m the last thing they see,” Serein replied with a thin smile. Twenty. Right-handed. She’s confident and has the bearings of someone who is used to being in leadership positions. No doubt well-educated in many things, especially if Rameses finds her to be a good conversationalist.

“Rameses speaks highly of you, so I assumed that you couldn’t be as bad as the rumors say you are,” Sabah told her without flinching.

“I’m sure some of those stories are concerning. I can assure you that almost all the dangerous ones are true, but the ones about us being lovers aren’t.”

Sabah let out a nervous cough. Her guards shifted as they exchanged furrowed glances.

“I’m not sure if any of the stories mentioned Serein’s razor-sharp wit and tongue, but she’s very skilled in verbal dueling,” Rameses said.

“I can see why you enjoy keeping her around. You seem to be in the middle of something, but could I borrow you for a bit to discuss an economic question around a new building project that’s underway in my city.”

Rameses glanced at Serein, and she shrugged. “I have some time to spare.”

Serein smirked at him as he walked past, his wali falling in behind him. Two of his favorite words besides books and archery—economics and buildings. She’s saying the right things to draw him in, and she knows it. But does Rameses? And can he stay objective in all this? she thought.

Because staying objective is what you excel at, right, volchitsa? Xansas mocked as she looked at her children.

Astra bounded over with Rasima and Karam. Luca trailed behind them, stopping every few feet to look back at the elephants. He clutched three peacock feathers close. The Amirah looked around, searching eyes roaming the garden.

“Where is Rameses?” she asked.

“He went with Sabah,” Serein told her.

Disappointment moved in like a cloudy sky. “I see…”

Astra pushed her dark bangs off her sweaty forehead, her headscarf almost falling free. “The elephant was so big! It was hairy too. And soft. I didn’t think it was going to be soft. The man said we could ride it one day,” she said, cheeks red from the heat.

“Won’t that be something to see,” Serein replied.

“I found peacock feathers!” Luca told her, holding up the feathers excitedly.

“If you find any more, then you’ll be like a peacock yourself. I’ll show you how to make them into quill pens.” How I envy them, being able to find joy in the smallest things. “Let’s head back inside to get out of the heat. I’m sure Rizwana can make you some tea before showing you the servants’ quarters.”

“I can have a servant fetch some desserts and fruit to go along with the tea,” Rasima said.

“You can just get people to do anything for you?” Astra asked.

Rasima smiled, and her disappointment melted away like mist in the sunlight. “Yes. One of the benefits of being an amirah.”

A distant lavender caw sprinkled down from the sky and Serein looked up to see Bal flying over the gardens. The prickling unease returned, knowing that the beady eyes were trained on them.

“Now, Abarron, Zeru, do you remember the way back to our chambers? I want to make sure that you both know how to get back on your own,” Serein said. The children nodded. “Good. Why don’t you show us the way back?”

“Can we get some honey cakes when we get back? Amirah Rasima was telling us about them,” Astra said.

“I can’t believe you’re still hungry after the big lunch you had.”

“But we went up and down so many stairs,” her daughter replied, making Serein smile.

Rasima fell in step with Serein. “What did you think of Sabah?” she asked quietly.

“She seems to be equally matched with Rameses in terms of conversational skills. She has a lot of the same qualities he’s drawn to, and I think she’ll be a fair leader. I’d need to spend a little more time around her to give you a more thorough response,” Serein replied.

“Rameses seems taken with her. I haven’t fully decided how I feel about her yet.”

Serein glanced at her out of the corner of her eye, hesitant to take her gaze off her children for a moment. Beneath the flowing sleeves of Rasima’s blue abaya, she noticed a slight swell along the Amirah’s arms that hadn’t been there before.

Muscle? Has she been exercising? Or…Not wielding a blade, so maybe archery with Rameses? Her gaze flicked to Rasima’s hands. I thought I noticed new calluses at lunch. “She’s another change in your life. It’s natural to be apprehensive of her. Do you think she has an ulterior motive?”

“Not something bad, but marrying my brother will give her status and bring wealth to her city. She would be a fool to see past that and will probably do everything she can to woo him.”

“Now you sound like me. But you’re not wrong. This marriage will be an important thing for her family, so it’s natural for her to be trying her best to look as favorable as she can.” Luca and Astra had wandered farther ahead in the garden, drifting off the paved path.

“I just…I don’t know if she will make him truly happy. I want him to be happy,” Rasima muttered, looking at her hands.

“That will be for him to figure out on his own, not something you can control.”

“I know. I don’t think marriage is something I will want, especially if it means spending the rest of my life with someone I don’t like.”

The palace loomed closer, its shadow falling over them as they approached. “Perhaps in the future you may not have to. You might have more of a choice one day.” Rameses and I will have to make our move first. With Sethos gone, everything will change.
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Serein held Luca and Astra’s warm hands as they tried to drift towards stalls with glistening blown glass vases and night markets filled with color from the lanterns. Serein scanned the darkened streets through the slit in her headscarf hiding her face. Faces passed by, and she sifted through every one. Thin knives were hidden beneath the folds of her blue abaya.

“What kind of fruits are those?” Serein turned her head toward the sky-blue question. Luca eyed a fruit stall and took a step closer.

“Star fruit, quinces, dates, figs, medlars, and pomegranates. We can get some later if you’d like,” she told him.

“What are quinces?” Astra asked, playing with the edges of the white scarf wrapped around her head.

She answered all their questions as they took in the iron scrollwork on windows and balconies, the mazarine blue walls, and banners hanging from the towers of the House of the Saints. Down the street sat a green colored tea house. People lounged and drank under the latticed covering. The smell of mint wafted out of the front door. Serein led them through the jasmine-covered archway. Despite the slight chill in the night air, the teahouse gave off a comforting warmth.

“What’s this place?” Astra asked.

“It’s a tea house. We’re here to meet a friend of mine.” I could have waited until tomorrow, but I need to make sure all the pieces are in place just in case.

A woman in saffron-colored robes sat near the railing, sipping tea. A shimmering auburn veil covered her face. Serein approached the table and sat down, Astra and Luca sitting on either side of her. She loosened the scarf a bit from her face.

“Saffron is a good color for you, En.”

Eneca smiled, setting down her glass. “I wanted something cheerful for today,” she said in Sarlyrian, her rose-colored voice swirling around the candle burning in the middle of the table. Green eyes landed on the two children. “These are them?”

Astra and Luca looked at Eneca as she lifted part of her veil. “Yes,” Serein said, almost like a whispered prayer. “My Sun and Stars, this is my friend Eneca.”

Eneca moved closer to Astra. Luca stared at Eneca, hands hanging on the edge of the table.

“They have your eyes. How old are you two?”

“Seven and six months,” they replied.

“Seven and six months, Ser,” Eneca breathed, staring at the twins as if they were made of gold.

Serein’s mouth curled into a matching smile. A warm bubble formed in her chest, pushing upward into her throat. A man came by and Serein ordered three cups of tea, candied dates, and a plate of chebakia.

“Yes. I’m sorry it’s taken so long for you to meet them. Especially after all you did to make sure they had a chance of being born.”

“I’m just happy to meet them now.”

“You’re pretty,” Astra told her as she shifted on the cushion.

“Not as pretty as you are, Astra.” The girl smiled and looked down at her hands. “Why don’t we have some tea, and you can tell me all about yourself? I’ve heard so much about you both.”

The ocean crashed with opaque purple waves along the sandy, moonlit shore. The children danced in the water, shrieking with delight as they kicked the foaming crests, ignoring the chill. Beyond the rocky crags loomed the palace on the hill, gleaming like a fallen chunk of moon against the night. Serein stared at Luca and Astra while the purple wind tugged on her clothes. Toddling babies had grown into running children who would soon go farther than she could reach. She wanted to memorize each detail of them, every changed feature and new mannerisms.

“The water is so salty!” Astra giggled as she splashed her brother.

“Don’t go out too far,” Serein told them. Strange how big they’ve gotten, yet I only remember them when they were small enough for me to hold in my arms. I’ll have to take them here when the sun is up. For now, night is safer.

“You must be very proud of them, Ser.” Eneca’s voice broke her thoughts, and she turned to her friend.

“I am, but I don’t feel like I can take much credit for the past few years. Titus and Abelia took care of them, taught them, and helped them grow. I think I’ve become more like a stranger to them…”

“They wouldn’t be here if they considered you a stranger.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because you wouldn’t have brought them here if they didn’t want to come. So they must have asked you not to leave them, which I know wasn’t an easy decision to make—choosing to leave them in safety or taking them with you.”

“Far from easy,” Serein said under her breath. “Every day since I brought them here, I’ve questioned if it’s the right thing…if it’s the safe thing. At least in the forest, they were hidden, but for how long, I don’t know. Nowhere is really safe anymore.”

“While I can’t imagine how hard of a decision it was, it seems a bit…impulsive, considering who you serve and who hunts you.”

Serein chewed on the word as it stirred up the doubts that had been bubbling since she left the Sava Forests. “It probably was. I didn’t think I could pass the forest without seeing them, and once I did, it felt like having the breath back in my lungs. And to leave them again felt worse than being trapped in Grasdan. I know it’s a risk, but I’m hoping it’s not one I’ll come to regret…”

Eneca looked past Serein at the children. “Have you told the prince or the captain about them?”

“Uriah knows. Right now Sethos and the rest of the palace thinks they’re my wards, orphans from Idris.”

“You trust him enough with the truth? That’s a change for you.”

“I didn’t have much of a choice. He followed me because he said the king was wanting to send a spy after me. A foolish notion, since I knew someone was following me.”

Eneca’s eyes flashed under the moonlight as she glanced back at Serein. “How is he going to help you in all this?” she asked, the crashing waves covering their voices.

“I’m not fully sure yet, but he swore he’d make sure my children would be safe. We’ll see how much his vow is worth,” Serein replied. “If anything happens to me, I want you to watch over them. Get them out of the city if you can. I’ve started making arrangements in case something goes wrong.”

“Of course. I’ll do what I can for them.” Eneca took Serein’s hand, soft fingers squeezing callused ones. “Have you found any new leads on Xansas?”

Serein shook her head. “I haven’t seen any sign of him or been able to figure out who he has in the palace. Or Mayte. Word will reach him soon that I’ve returned with children…” The thought continued to stab at her heart, causing her breath to seize in her chest. “I can’t keep them hidden in the palace every day or while I’m off on a mission, but I fear that it won’t be long before he returns and comes for us.”

Eneca squeezed Serein’s hand again. “You’re not alone in this.”

Purple wind blew against Serein’s face, bits of sand brushing her cheeks. “If things go according to plan, Rameses and I should have Sethos dealt with by the end of the year. Xansas might take longer, but I have a feeling he’ll make his move against Sethos soon. I’ll have to kill him before he gets to Sethos. Or I could let him kill the King and then have one less opponent to deal with. But I still want to end Sethos and Xansas myself.”

“I’ll make sure I’m ready when the time comes.” Eneca paused a moment. “I know you have your plans for revenge, but if you have a chance to escape from here with them, you should take it.”

Orange laughter punctured the ebbing roar of the ocean. So many dreams of running back to the forest, staying hidden in the safety of the red-barked trees until the past died on its own, had visited her. They cooled her vengeance like snowflakes on her tongue, brief and momentary, but never enough to erase the painful ache in her chest.

“I tried that once…” Serein said. “That’s when I learned that if you don’t take care of the weeds, they’ll keep growing until they choke out everything good.” She couldn’t read Eneca’s expression, but she felt sadness in her stare. “I have a place in mind for them to go if something goes wrong.” Serein followed her children, her arm looped through Eneca’s. “Perhaps I can get you into the palace to visit them. They’ll be working as servants, but I’ve arranged for them to stay in my chambers.”

“Oh, the Aanisah would be thrilled if I received a summons to the royal palace,” Eneca said with a dry, rosy laugh.

“I’m surprised you haven’t graced Alqamar already. You who can bring princes and lords to their knees with a single bat of your eyes,” Serein said with a chuckle.

“You flatter me.” Eneca bumped her shoulder.

The twins moved farther down the darkened shoreline, using the faint light of the moon to look for hidden treasures. Astra removed her scarf and let it ripple in the wind like a streamer. Serein called Luca and Astra back from the rocks and they ran to her, leaving small footprints in the wet sand.

“Mama! Look what I found. What is it?” Astra said, holding up a squirming crab between her fingers while Luca showed Eneca the shells he found.

“That’s a crab. Watch out for its pinchers. If you’re too slow, they’ll get you. If you’re quick though, you can catch them and cook them.”

“You can eat them?” Astra breathed, hair in disarray and the headscarf trailing across the ground.

“Yes. They’re a bit salty, but sweet. The claws they pinch you with are filled with meat.”

Serein went in and aimed quick tickles at Astra’s sides. The girl giggled as she tried to turn away, dropping the crab as Serein wrapped her arms around her waist and picked her up.

“Put me down!” Astra laughed.

Serein set her down, dusting off wet sand from the girl’s clothes. Luca put a shell in Eneca’s hand, and she smiled at him.

“Put your scarf back on. We need to head back to the palace,” Serein told Astra.

“Do we really have to go back?” Astra asked, trying to stifle a yawn. “I want to stay longer.”

“Yes. It’s late and you both have had a long day. We can see Eneca again another day,” Serein replied.

“Can we come back here tomorrow?”

“Maybe not tomorrow, but we’ll come back when there’s daylight. We’ll catch crabs and cook them, and find all the shells you want.” Serein brushed sand off Astra’s cheeks and kissed her salty forehead. “I’ll get you some baklava on the way back.”

The streets were emptier by the time they walked back through the Bronze District toward the Gold District. Luca’s head slumped against Serein’s shoulder as she carried him, his soft blue breaths tickling her ear. She held onto Astra’s hand as the girl walked between her and Eneca.Astra’s eyelids struggled to stay open as she trudged along slowly.

“Poor thing is about ready to fall over,” Eneca said, her rosy voice coating her smile.

“Am not,” Astra said defiantly. “I can make it.” She tried to hide a yawn.

“Just keep looking ahead, my Stars. Focus on each step and before you know it, you’ll be back in bed,” Serein told her. They’re not used to being up this late, she thought. I’ve become such a creature of the night that I don’t know how to live in the daylight hours. She shifted Luca’s weight in her arm and tightening her grip around Astra’s hand.

Someone bumped into Serein, jostling her back to the present. She tensed and whirled around, pushing Astra behind her. Her pulse raced, and she looked for a flash of white hair and green eyes, ready to drive the blade home. A slurred fir green song rolled off the lips of a man stumbling through the streets, a sloshing bottle in his hand. He was dressed in a simple qamis and brown sirwal trousers, a worn rida’ hanging off him.

“…The Lights call me, call me back.

To the land of rivers and mountains.

My heart it rises, rises to the call.

Of blood and silver, of ancient houses.

We change with the winds and united

Like the boughs of the great trees.”

The old Sarlyrian drinking song brought her back to hours spent waiting out in taverns, following targets and gabbing meals in between missions. The tune left a sluggish trail behind the drunk as he walked farther away, swaying with each step.

Call of the Light. An Old Kingdom song that shouldn’t be sung here, she thought, stopping in the middle of the street.

To hear the song in the heart of Sarddon amidst vendor calls and so far from the Old Kingdom struck Serein like a dissonant note.

“Is something wrong, Ser?” Eneca asked.

“I don’t know,” Serein said. She gently shook Luca awake. “Please, take the children back to the palace for me, En. Show this to the man at the servant’s gate.”

Serein took off the ivory muharib pendant tucked away inside the folds of her abaya and slipped the key to her chamber out of the pocket sewn into the inside of the fabric.

“If they give you any trouble, use my name and your charm. Here’s the key to my chambers.”

“Where are you going?” Eneca asked.

Serein set Luca on his feet as he rubbed his eyes. The song drifted farther away. “There’s something I need to look into.”

Nodding, Eneca took the children’s hands and held them close. “I’ll stay with them until you get back.”

“Thank you. They know the way back to my chambers.”

“Where are you going?” Luca mumbled, bleary eyes looking up at her. “We’re not at the palace yet.”

“I need to check something,” Serein said. “Listen to Eneca. Stay with her. I’ll be back soon.” The song could be nothing, but it’s too odd to ignore. A lure or some drunk who is too inebriated to realize the danger that he’s singing.

Making sure her scarf was secured over her face, Serein took off after the man. She trailed several yards behind, passing through the smoke curling from cooking stalls. City guards appeared around the corner, and the man took a drink, quieting until they passed. Once out of earshot, he began again. Even with his swaying and uneven gait, Serein noticed that he favored his left while his right hand remained close to his side. He looked up a bit too quickly to check his surroundings.

Thirties or so. Right-handed. Most likely carrying a weapon. Sarddonian features, but he speaks Sarlyrian fluently. He either grew up with it or learned it, she thought, fingers wrapping around the hilt of her weapon. He looks and sounds drunk, but he still looks around like a sober-headed man.

The man looked over his shoulder and staggered around a corner. Serein waited a handful of seconds before pressing herself against the wall and peering down the alley. It widened into the abandoned remains of a burned out house. Canvas tarps flapped in the sea breeze and the man stumbled over a puddle of sludge before stopping in the middle of the ruins.

Sticking to the shadows, Serein followed. Most definitely a trap. But is it one of the Golden Jackals’ or someone else’s? Won’t know unless the trap is sprung. The space is perfect for an ambush, and if he’s not working alone, others might block the alleyway behind the unsuspecting. I’m not unsuspecting though.

The song ended, and the man straightened, his hand going to the weapon hidden beneath his rida’. Yellow footsteps shuffled behind Serein, and she glanced over her shoulder. A lanky Zhao woman sauntered down the narrow street.

“One. Seems like you need to be better at singing, Fayruz. This’s a piss-poor job,” the woman said in rough, bright blue Sarddonian, her body swathed in a dark rida’. A curved sword hung at her left side and dark cuirass armor was visible through her robes. Dim moonlight caught in the hollows of her cheekbones.

“I’ve been told that my voice is quite lovely to women, Ju. I think it’s just you who has poor taste,” the man, Fayruz, said, taking a swig from the bottle. The green timbre of his voice straightened and held steady. “Whereas this one must have good taste.”

Seems it was a trap. A closed off space with one obvious escape. This’ll be fun, Serein thought. Right-handed. From Zhao. Late twenties possibly, but it’s hard to tell in the dark. Some military experience. Favors the sword.

“Woman, you recognized the song. You must be from the Old Kingdom, correct?” Fayruz asked, moving toward her.

Neither are dressed in a military uniform. Both could be spies of the king, and hired swords, she thought. Or rebels. Perhaps just common thugs who target people from the Old Kingdom. The song was a call to draw out rebels and sympathizers. Either to kill them or to recruit.

The man grinned, face obscured by the growing shadows. “Not much for chatting, are you?”

The Zhao woman, Ju, drew her weapon as she walked closer.

“You must be stupid to sing such a song here, or you’re singing it to attract those who know the meaning behind it,” she told him, keeping her hand on the dagger. “It seems to be the latter.”

“Sharp tongue,” Fayruz said with a grin. “Now, would you tell us your name, so we can get introductions started?”

Serein unsheathed her khanjars. “You speak Sarlyrian well, but you’ve forgotten that people of the Old Kingdom don’t give their names freely until trust has been established.”

An orange hiss left the sheath as Fayruz drew a short sword. “I was hoping that weapons wouldn’t be necessary, but it seems you came prepared. I’d prefer to talk, but if you insist on fighting, we’ll have no choice. It’s nothing personal.”

Serein glanced at Ju as the woman leveled her sword before focusing on Fayruz again. Hopefully, he won’t take it personal if I have to slit his throat. I don’t want to spend too much time here.

“Ju, Fayruz, stand down. You don’t stand a chance against this woman even if both of you came at her,” an apple-red voice said through the darkness.

Fayruz and Ju stopped, looking to the back of the ruined house. Two tall women emerged shrouded in hooded cloaks. Serein recognized the leader before she threw back her hood. The Edolasian princess brushed past Fayruz and grasped Serein’s shoulder. Her blonde braid snaked down her back, the silver piercings in her ears sparkling in the remaining moonlight. Ragnhildur the shield maiden stood by Salveig’s side, nodding her head at Serein.

“Palaúlfa, we meet again,” Salveig said with a smile, placing a hand over her heart. “After the Aikhtiar, I wasn’t sure you’d live. Yet here you are. Seems Death didn’t want you.”

“Death tried, but he’ll have to try some other way,” Serein said. “Last I heard, you had vanished. Looks like you never left Oyon.” This turned out to be more interesting than I thought. Her staying in Oyon brings up a lot of questions.

“As far as the King knows, I am back in Edolas.” Salveig looked Serein up and down, waving her hand. “You’re wearing something other than armor. Surprising.”

“Almost as surprising as seeing you here with these two,” Serein said, gesturing her blades to Ju and Fayruz. “Did you get bored and decide to start mugging people in alleys?”

Salveig threw her head back and laughed. “Do you think so little of me? I’m sure you have some ideas of what I’m up to. After all, you’re the king’s muharib. You have sharp eyes.”

Ju let out a stream of blue curses. “The Scarred Wraith?!” she hissed, pointing her sword at Serein. “We need to get rid of her now. She’s seen our faces.”

Salveig motioned for the woman to stand down. “Are they calling you the Scarred Wraith now? Sounds better than the Grinning Assassin.” Her red words bloomed in the dark as she spread her hands out and stepped up to Serein.

“Your friend is right, Salveig. It’d be probably smarter to get rid of me. If Sethos found out that an Edolasian princess was working with rebels in his own city, that would create an incident.” Another war is unnecessary and would make fleeing to anywhere impossible. There are more threads being strung than I thought.

“How do you know we’re rebels?” Ju asked.

“The Old Kingdom song sung in Sarlyrian, wanting to talk instead of outright killing me, and now Salveig showing up here.” She wanted to know what Sethos was planning to do in Bar Elenion, but I didn’t think she would have allied with rebels. Is it just her or is it sanctioned by the Edolasian crown? “I followed merely out of curiosity. I have no interest in joining a cause.”

Salveig shifted on her feet, arms crossed. “Only mere curiosity? Surely you must have some desire to strike back against Sarddon after what they’ve done to your homeland.”

“My vendetta is my own. The more important question is why you’re aiding them.” Serein looked at Ju and Fayruz, who still had their weapons drawn. “If I lower my weapons and these two don’t try to run me through, will you answer my question?”

“You have my word that they won’t harm you unless I tell them to.”

“Salveig, I’m fine with taking risks, but letting the Malik’s muharib learn about our cause when she has no interest in joining is insane,” Fayruz said, worrying creeping into his voice. “She’s probably the one who’s been responsible for killing sympathizers. You heard about what happened to the group that attacked the Amirah at the kanisa. She’ll kill us and put everything that we’ve worked toward at risk.”

“Was that attack your doing?” Serein asked, looking at the Edolasians.

A pause hit the air, saying more as it stretched on. “That was a smaller rebel cell, more radical than us,” Fayruz muttered. The tarps snapped in the breeze, leaving trails of magenta in the ruined house.

“So, you knew what they were planning to do yet didn’t stop them? Killing a young girl seems like an effective message to send for your cause of stopping a war and freeing the Old Kingdom.”

“I don’t lead rebels, nor have I made an official alliance with them or the Old Kingdom. I merely assist with recruiting people to their cause and lending supplies when I can. But you”—Salveig leaned in close—“could be an even greater asset. You’d be able to get secrets and information the spies in the palace can’t, palaúlfa. I remember a time when magic was plentiful. Now, it’s scarce even in Edolas. The Vale, Elves, and Fae sense the shift growing stronger as Sethos moves to take over the northern continent and drive away what little magic remains in this world.”

Serein lowered her daggers. “Getting caught with rebels would destroy everything I’ve been working toward.” There’s too much at stake now. I took an unnecessary risk coming here.

But a risk that could lead to opportunity. You could use them for your own purposes, have another blade you could use to strike down Sethos. The white words slithered into her ear, making the snake brand on her shoulder tingle.

“By doing nothing you’re helping Sethos destroy so many lives. Have you no sense of loyalty?” Ju spat, hurling bright blue words at Serein.

“Your lot has been making too much noise and there are already too many eyes on me.”

“I’d say just let the other assassin take care of Sethos,” Fayruz said.

“I thought your goal was to bring peace and stability, not step into upheaval.” It doesn’t seem like this group of rebels hired Xansas. Would Salveig know? Or maybe she can find out who did…

“Are you planning something against the King on your own?” Salveig asked her in Edola.

“If I were you, I’d inform your Vale friends to watch the movements of the Scourge carefully. Between what happened in Baltha Gorge and movement around Locklin Forest, you can expect more soldiers in the Old Kingdom.” Serein sheathed her daggers.

“I’ll pass it along,” Salveig said.

“You’re going to let her go?” Ju protested. “What if she decides to turn us in to save her own skin?”

“Enough, Ju,” Salveig said, resting her hand on her weapon. Ragnhildur did the same and moved closer to Salveig. “I trust this woman.”

“But I don’t.”

“If I wanted to kill you, I’d have done it by now or called for the guards. You also know my face and who I am, so we both stand to lose a lot should someone turn the other in,” Serein said. “If the rebels go after Sethos’ family, he’ll make the streets run with blood and set the Old Kingdom on fire. The next in line to the throne doesn’t have the same hatred toward magic and the Old Kingdom as his father. It’d be in your best interest to make sure he lives to become king.”

“If the prince has an interest in ending the war,” Ju began, “why hasn’t he been more vocal about it? Or tried to reach out to us?”

“Do you think he really wants to talk with the group that tried to kill his sister?”

Hushed conversation darted between Ju and Fayruz. Boisterous teal laughter sounded from the street. Everyone in the ruined house fell silent, moving behind the burned out walls into the shadows.

“Mutual silence sounds beneficial to both sides,” Salveig said. “If you change your mind, palaúlfa, draw a stag head on one of the city shrines with the antlers pointing south. We will find you.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to the point where Sethos sends me after you. It’d be a shame to kill you,” Serein told her.

Salveig’s mouth curled upward. “A shame, but I’d enjoy going toe-to-toe with you again. Hopefully, our paths will cross again on different terms.”

“Perhaps someday.”

Salveig melted back into the shadows of the ruined house with Ragnhildur following behind her. As the red voice faded, the four people separated down the alleyway. Serein stood alone, counting seconds until she turned back to the street.

The city has a formidable opponent lurking in the shadows, Serein thought. I’ll have to keep an eye out for them. More pieces are on the board now. Each new day brings new complications.

When Serein stepped into her chambers, she didn’t expect to find Rameses sitting at the table with Eneca. Rose and gold voices stopped, and eyes looked up as she entered. Ilderim stood against the wall while Rizwana poured more tea for the Amir.

“Serein. You’re back,” Rameses said, grinning. His hair curled around his ears and the polished shell buttons of his gray qamis shone like tiny suns in the lantern light.

“Astute as always, Rameses,” Serein replied. “The real question is why you’re here so late at night.”

“I wanted to continue our talk from earlier since I was pulled away to other things, but instead, I found the famous Zahra of the Faten here with Zeru and Abarron,” he said. “This night is full of surprises.” His gaze went back to Eneca and the smile never fading. “And I have so many more questions now.”

“I’m sure I can imagine which ones are going through you head,” she said, shaking her head.

“The children are asleep,” Eneca told her as she got up from the table, fixing her headscarf. She handed back the muharib pendant and the key. Rameses watched Eneca’s every movement with something akin to holy rapture. “Did you finish what you needed to do?” she whispered in quiet Sarlyrian.

“It seems there are more rebels in the city than I thought there were. I’ll send word tomorrow.” Serein looked to her bedchamber, trying to peer into the dark. “I hope they weren’t any trouble.”

“They were fine. Pretty much fell asleep as soon as we got back. I was going to leave but then the prince wanted to talk. It’s hard to imagine that he’s the son of Sethos.” Eneca hugged her. “He was very pleasant company.”

Serein could feel the smile in her voice. “Judging by the look on his face, I think he finds you to be more than pleasant company.”

“If he wants more than pleasant, that’ll cost extra.” Eneca laughed, and they pulled away. “Thank you for the tea, Your Highness. I must be getting back,” she said, switching back to Sarddonian.

Rameses set down his tea and sat up straight. “You don’t need to leave. I’d prefer it if you stayed,” he told her. “Any friend of Serein’s is welcome here.”

Eneca batted her eyelashes and gave him a wide smile. “A royal invitation? Unfortunately, sayyidi, if you desire my services, you’ll need to take it up with the Aanisah. Then I’d be happy to pay you a visit again and stay as long as you’d like.” She drew out the words, and he held onto every one of them.

Rameses’ eyes widened and a rare moment of speechlessness robbed him of a charming response. Ilderim cleared his throat with an ocher cough. Rizwana kept her gaze averted as she gathered the empty tea glasses and the long-necked copper kettle onto a tray. Rameses got to his feet, taking a few steps to follow Eneca to the door before Serein shot him a stern look. She felt him hovering behind her as she saw Eneca out.

“Hopefully, no one will give you any trouble leaving the palace,” Serein told her.

“Like you said, my charm goes a long way,” Eneca replied with a wink. “But I can go unnoticed if I want to.”

“I can offer a guard to take you back to the Faten if you’d like. The streets can be dangerous at night,” Rameses said over Serein’s shoulder.

Eneca turned on her heel and stepped toward him, stopping a few inches from him. “Your concern is sweet, but I’m more familiar with the streets than your guards. They know better than to lay a finger on me unless I give them permission.”

Her rosy voice wrapped around Rameses, almost tinging his cheeks with blush as he stood unmoving. Eneca has him wrapped around her finger. Princes really do become helpless under her gaze. “May the Lights give you safety,” Serein said.

“Let Life protect you and Death never find you,” Eneca replied and glided away from Rameses, breaking his trance.

“Vade in pace.”

“Vade in pace.”

Serein watched Eneca walk soundlessly down the tower hallway. The door shut with a teal creak. Rameses stared at the space where Eneca had been, thoughts churning behind his gold eyes.

“How is it that you two are friends?” he asked once he found his words.

“We grew up together,” Serein replied.

His smile faded as he processed her words, gold eyes snapping to her. “She’s the friend you mentioned before, isn’t she? You’re…both assassins?”

“We were both trained by the Bone Vipers, although what she learned was a bit different than what I was taught.”

Rameses nodded. “You have striking friends, Serein. She’s the kind of woman the poets write about. And she’s read Twisted Boughs.”

“Caught a bit of lovesickness?” Serein asked and clutched the pendant and door key in her hand.

Rameses touched his ring, turning it around his finger. “I certainly caught something.”

“Do you need me for anything else, Miss?” Rizwana asked, lapis cutting through the haze of gold and yellow.

“No. Thank you, Rizwana,” Serein said, clutching. Hazel footsteps followed the maidservant out of the chamber. “For your own benefit, put Zahra out of your mind. You’re betrothed, and, you need to keep your focus on that. You don’t need any rumors to start. Or any other distractions.”

Rameses stiffened, and his expression settled into stoic disappointment. “I wouldn’t do anything to dishonor Sabah or put our plan at risk. I just wasn’t expecting to meet anyone like Zahra.” His eyes shot wistfully to the door before returning to Serein. “Where were you by the way? I came looking for you, but no one knew where you were.”

“I wanted to show my wards the city and ran into Zahra. She brought them back for me because I overheard some rebels talking and wanted to listen in for a bit. Thought it would be safer to do so alone.”

“Rebels? So out in the open?” he asked.

She stepped into the bedchamber and looked in. Luca and Astra slept huddled together with Nala stretched out on the foot of the bed. Seeing them asleep and peaceful shifted the heavy worry off her shoulders.

“They weren’t as hidden as they thought they were,” she told Rameses. “They’ve been recruiting more people in the city.”

“What are they planning? Is this the same group that was responsible for the attack in the kanisa?”

Serein met his gaze. “It was unclear. This seemed to just be a meeting between some rebels and others they wanted to recruit. Since I’ve been removing some of their allies, there’s probably been some unrest among them.” I don’t know how much sway Salveig has with the rebels in Oyon, but maybe they’ll heed my warning about leaving the rest of Sethos’ family alone. Maybe I can convince Rameses to ally with them, to make overthrowing Sethos easier.

Rameses twisted the ring harder, fingers enclosing the lion’s head. “If they start causing more unrest, that will make things more difficult for us.”

“What would make it easier is if you spoke with them and tried to form an alliance. Your wedding is approaching sooner than you realize. Given the short list of allies you have, you’ll need more. Sabah won’t appreciate it if you suggest a coup on your wedding night.”

“I don’t want to make any decisions that will compromise my integrity and the changes I want to make in this country,” Rameses said with a sigh. “But we will have to have talk about what comes next soon. Tonight doesn’t seem like the best night.”

“When you’re not busy with Sabah and I’m not off killing people, we’ll get some tea and snacks and chat in the catacombs,” Serein told him, and his mouth curled.

“I truly wish there was a better place for us to meet,” Rameses muttered. “I know I said I was getting used to it, but I’m really not.”

“The dead are good at keeping secrets.” It’d be nice though if Sethos paid his brother’s grave another visit and had more secrets he wanted to spill.

“Will you be able to meet tomorrow night?”

“I should be able to. It’ll depend on if your betrothed doesn’t plan to steal you away again.”

“I’m doing what you told me to do. I’m getting her to like and trust me. It’s one of the things I excel at.” He opened the door. “Until tomorrow then.”

Once he and Ilderim left, Serein locked the door. She kicked off her shoes and went to the bedroom. Nala’s ears twitched and she lifted her head as Serein sat on the edge of the bed.

“For not being able to see them, you’ve been doing a good job keeping an eye on them, Nala,” she whispered.

Serein ran her fingers over Luca’s hair, listening to his blue breathing. He smelled of lilac and linens as he lay curled up in a ball. Astra sprawled out across the bed, hair tangled around her. They had only managed to get half-way changed before falling asleep and the discarded layers of clothes lay on the floor. She pulled the sheet over them, careful not to wake them.

Salveig’s words bled across the back of Serein’s eyelids as she blinked. Even though she wanted to focus on the quiet moment with her sleeping children and believe that everything would be fine, the list of dangers squirmed in her mind, armored with scales and fangs. She saw the fine line she walked on beneath her feet, hearing the ground cracking with each step.

One mistake and this all falls apart. I could lose everything if I make one wrong move.
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The sunburn along Uriah’s neck hurt as the fabric of his rida’ rubbed against the raw skin. He adjusted the bags over his shoulders and sneezed as dust itched in his nose. Sand filled the crevices of his boots and clothing, chaffing as he stepped into the palace. Dim lantern light spread across the white marble columns and shadows stretched out across the polished floors. Jasmine and rose permeated the air, mixing with the smell of the ocean. After almost a month of being away from the palace, he missed the familiar smells.

Hard to imagine that I was trudging through the snow only a few weeks ago, he thought, wiping sweat from his upper lip and grit from his eyes.

He followed the hallway to his chambers, going over the words in his head he had rehearsed over the long journey from Wendale through the desert. Each step was heavy and the softened look on Serein’s face clung to the back of his mind.

Serein must’ve made it back already. Did Sethos believe that the children are Duval’s servants? I’ll find out how well she lied tomorrow.

A flash of blue made him stop and turn. Bright eyes stared at him through an opening in the headscarf as the woman stopped. Faint scars were visible across the exposed area of her face.

“Serein? Is that you?” he asked.

She pulled the scarf down, dark hair mussed. “Who else would be wandering the halls at this hour?” she said.

He licked his lips. “You’re…dressed…”

“It’s usually frowned upon to wander the halls naked.”

“That’s not what I meant. You’re not dressed in what you usually wear. Were you sneaking out?”

“I already went out. This was a better outfit choice for what I needed to do tonight.

“How long have you been back?”

“About a week,” she told him. “Sethos hasn’t decided to send me anywhere yet.”

“Where are…the children?” Uriah asked quietly, glancing around the empty corridor. Seems my letter was believable enough if she’s still walking around free and the twins are still in the palace.

“In my chambers. They had a long day of lessons with Rizwana and the stablemaster. Are you going to see the King?” she said, crossing her arms.

He sighed. “In the morning. I’m barely conscious standing here.”

“I won’t keep you from your bed then.” She glanced down the hallway. “I need to get back to them. They should be asleep by now.”

“Are they settling in alright?”

“For the most part. The palace is very different than the woods, and I think it’s only a matter of time before they start really missing home.”

“I can always talk to them…if you’d like me to,” Uriah said and cleared his throat. Her piercing stare whipped back to him, making heat creep up his ears. “I remember what it was like being here and how homesick I was when I decided to stay. I wanted to be here, but I still missed home.”

The expression on Serein’s face was a mixture of surprise and careful consideration. The guardedness faded from her scarred features, and she looked like she had back in the Sava Forests when she wasn’t looking over her shoulder at some unseen danger.

“They might like that,” Serein said as she turned and left, stopping a few feet away. “It’s good to see you back, Uriah.”

Her words hung in the air as she left, and didn’t carry the usual edge. Uriah inhaled them, letting each one settle in his lungs like a warm breath.

I wonder how that tasted coming out of her mouth, he thought, a faint smile moving across his lips.
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The weight that had returned to Uriah’s shoulders when he returned to Oyon hadn’t lifted after seeing the Malik when morning came. He had answered every question for over an hour but feared Sethos would see through them at any moment. The lies twisted into thorny guilt, making the title and name given to him feel like a noose instead of a badge of pride.

The lies are to help Serein and her children, but I’m still betraying the king. If I keep doing this, what will I become? He squeezed the rock in his pocket.

The jingling of bells came around the corner, and Rameses appeared with I’timad and Sayid. Na’il and Na’im padded beside him, tails wagging. Rameses hurried over to Uriah with a wide smile.

“Welcome back, sadiqi!” Rameses said as he pulled him into a tight hug. “It’s been so lonely around here without you.”

Uriah winced as Rameses jostled him and made his clothes rub against the sunburn along his neck. “The day you’re short for company is the day the sun falls out of the sky,” he replied with a dry laugh.

“True, but it’s the quality of the company that’s important. There’s so little of that these days. I’ve gotten so used to having you and Serein here that when you’re gone, the world is less colorful.”

They broke apart, Uriah clapping Rameses on the shoulder. The dogs bounded around the two of them with sharp barks. “You’re getting poetic again, Rameses.”

“Ah, so I am. That tends to happen when I’m left with my books too long.” Rameses patted Uriah’s bearded cheek. “Speaking of too long, you look like you haven’t had a decent shave in a while.”

“Wendale was cold. Didn’t make sense to shave. Once I finish checking in on the guards and go over Firoz’s shift changes, I’ll shave.”

Rameses fell in step with his friend as they left the Royal Wing and headed for Uriah’s chambers in the officers’ barracks. Na’il licked Uriah’s hand while Na’im darted a few yards ahead and came back to Rameses when he realized no one had caught up with him.

“How is your family doing? I’m sure they were happy to see you,” Rameses said.

Uriah scratch Na’il’s tan ears. “They’re well. The snow is still thick there, but once it starts to thaw, they’ll be starting the spring crops. Eira and Owain are almost up to my chest now, and Wyn isn’t far behind. Afanen’s children are getting big, and Rhosyn was there with her new husband, so it felt like I was living with all my family under one roof again.” Speaking their names stirred up smoke and snow-scented memories.

“From snow to heat and sun.” Rameses snapped his fingers and the dogs returned to his side. “Your family is always welcome to come here if they want to visit. They can stay as long as they would like.”

“Da might want to visit again, but Ma isn’t much for traveling. Maybe when my siblings are older, they might be up for it.” Or maybe when the war is finally over, they’ll feel safer traveling outside of Wendale. The border still isn’t open to most who want to cross, so even if they wanted to leave, it wouldn’t be easy. Uriah unlocked his door and stepped into his room. “What happened while I was gone?”

“As you can see, the city is still standing despite your absence. Firoz kept the peace, my father has been his usual self, and I have been getting to know my betrothed better.”

Uriah went to his desk and collected his coin purse, waterskin, and his weapons. The dogs raced around, nipping at each other with playful barks.

“How do you feel about the princess?” he asked, strapping his scimitar at his hip.

“She’s more than I thought she would be. We’ve had good conversations, and she’s very intelligent. I don’t feel tense around her, and I believe we could be friends.”

“If I was anyone else, I might have thought that was a strong compliment.”

Rameses sighed as he leaned against the doorframe, his smile flattening. “She’s an accomplished woman and would make a great malika someday. I’m not feeling what I’ve felt in the past with Yasmine or others. Perhaps with time I could…”

“I know it’s not what you had planned, but I know you’ll make the best of it. I wish I had some better advice for you.”

“Having you back here is enough. It’s been too long since we have had a chance to talk. Would you mind if I accompanied you on your rounds today?”

Uriah turned to look at Rameses. “Don’t you have other things to do?”

“I’m sure those things can wait until tonight, or even better, tomorrow. Maybe we could even see Rajiya or Baqir if you have a break.” Excitement returned to Rameses’ face. “I’m sure they would love to see us. I don’t want them to feel like we have forgotten about them.”

“I need to meet with Firoz to go over anything that’s happened in my absence. It won’t be anything exciting,” Uriah told him.

“Maybe not to you, but I like to think I bring the excitement wherever I go. I can disguise myself and draw less attention. I’m sure I can find some ratty cloaks for I’timad and Sayid to wear so they look less like royal guards,” Rameses said and glanced at his wali.

“It’s good to see that you’ve stopped trying to slip your guards.”

Rameses followed after him as they headed for the stables. “The world is more dangerous than I realized. I would rather not put my life at risk so casually.”

Uriah squinted against the sunlight hitting his face, the heat of the outside sticking to his skin. Off-duty guards wandered around the barracks, saluting to him and bowing to Rameses. Others sat in the shade polishing their armor and sharpening weapons. The dogs chased each other and bounded ahead. Despite the familiar buildings and the path to the stables, Uriah felt a strange distant feeling, as if he was observing everything from afar rather than moving through it.

“Something wrong?” Rameses asked, watching him. “Your brow is especially wrinkled this morning, and you haven’t even started work.”

“I started working on things before the sun came up,” Uriah told him. “It usually helps me to get back into the right mindset when I’ve been gone.” Should I tell him that I followed Serein and that his father suspects her of something? He hasn’t asked me about it, so I don’t think she told him. Why wouldn’t Serein tell him that Sethos is growing suspicious?

“That seems to defeat the point of taking some time away from your job. You need to learn how to relax better, Uriah. Otherwise those wrinkles will become permanent.”

Wrinkles seem like a small price to pay if the city is safe.

A horse neighed in the direction of the stables, and the dogs took off toward the paddock fence. On the edge of the Royal Gardens, Rizwana, Serein, and Astra sat in the shade of a lemon tree. Rahim and his wali were in the enclosed garden, the young amir running through the hedges and kicking a ball around. Uriah slowed his pace as Serein’s laughter reached his ears. His breath caught in his throat.

Why am I getting worked up about seeing her? I saw her last night, and I was fine…

“What’s wrong, Uriah? You’re acting strange today,” Rameses said as he followed Uriah’s gaze. “The child? That’s Zeru. Serein goes on a mission and comes back with two orphan servants from Idris. Abarron and Zeru are their names. Twins. She brought them to be her wards. Isn’t that strange?”

Uriah cleared his throat and kept walking. “Very odd. Didn’t take her to be the sentimental type.” Where is Luca? Rameses doesn’t seem to suspect anything. “And the king is fine with them being here? I only see one of them.”

Rameses shrugged. “For now. Although I don’t really know if he cares. Zeru is helping Rizwana, and Abarron is in the stables.”

Uriah nodded, trying not stare too long at Serein as they approached, but his gaze remained glued to the smile resting on her face. His heart skipped a beat as the dappled light falling across her face brought him back to their conversations in the forest. His hand clenched around the pink scar across his palm to steady his heartbeat hammering through his ribcage.

Serein leaned against the trunk of the lemon tree and sharpened her daggers. Rizwana flattened out the wrinkles of the linens, adding the folded sheets to the pile in her basket while she occasionally gave instructions to Astra. Tongue in cheek, Astra gripped the bone needle and poked it through the fabric. A line of pale stitches ran along the sheet, closing the gaping hole.

Quick fingers. She was always good at tying knots and helping with the animal traps. I pray to the Lights that she won’t have to ever stitch her own wounds up and will only ever have to sew clothes, Serein thought, orange sparking each time she ran the rippled steel against the whetstone. She wiped off her blades with an oiled rag and tested the sharpness of one of the daggers against a blade of grass.

“You’re doing very well, Zeru,” Rizwana said, her lapis-blue voice drifting over the grass. “Keep the stitches straight like I showed you. Don’t overthink it. Soon you’ll be able to do this with your eyes closed.”

“Really?” Astra looked up, bouncing on her folded legs. Her sunset-orange voice spread across the sheet like ink blots. Her braided hair hung over her shoulder and the stone beads caught the sunlight.

Rizwana folded a tunic and placed it in the basket. “Yes. It takes practice, but you’ll learn. You’re a smart girl.”

“Will I be able to make those pretty designs you do?”

“Embroidery? Yes, I can teach you. So can Serein. She’s not too bad at it herself.”

“Only because of your help,” Serein replied, a smile settling on her face. Astra’s a bit impatient, but if she doesn’t get too frustrated and give up, she could become very good at it.

Pistachio-green barks raced through the air, and Serein looked in the direction of the barracks to see Na’il and Na’im bounding across the palace grounds. Uriah and Rameses trailed behind them. Astra spotted them and stopped sewing.

“It’s Uriah. Can I talk to him?” she whispered and glanced back at Serein.

“You have to pretend you don’t know him. It’s best if you don’t talk to him unless he talks to you first.”

Astra nodded and returned to her sewing, eyes flicking in the direction of the two men. Peach chimes drew closer, and the dogs ran up to Serein and Astra. They jumped on the girl, licking her face as she tried to push them off with an excited squeal. Her sewing lay abandoned on the ground. Rizwana stood and bowed.

“Na’il, Na’im!” Their golden names snapped overhead, and the two dogs retreated back to Rameses’ side. “I’m sorry. They get excited around new people,” he said.

Astra sat up and wiped her cheeks with her hands. “Are these your dogs?” she asked.

“Yes. They are friendly, but get a bit over eager. This is Na’il.” Rameses pointed to the one on the left and then the one on the right. “This is Na’im.”

Astra got up, smoothing out her long, tan skirt. “How do you tell them apart? They look the same.”

“They both have little differences. Na’il has a slightly darker nose and coloring around his ears than Na’im.” Rameses reached into his pocket and pulled out a few pieces of dried meat. “If you want, you can play with them. Na’im likes his stomach rubbed.”

The dogs stopped and watched his hand, licking their lips and whining. Astra looked at Serein with a pleading look. Serein nodded and Astra held out her hands to take the dried meat. She left the shade of the tree, giggling, as the dogs circled her, trying to lick her hands.

“I’ll take my leave, Miss. I’ll check on Zeru’s stitchwork tonight,” Rizwana said and left with her basket, bowing as she passed Rameses.

“Rameses was telling me that they’re your wards,” Uriah said, keeping each dark green word clipped. He stared down at her with a stoic expression, arms stiff at his sides.

“Yes. I thought they might have useful information and have a better life here,” Serein replied. His acting skills have gotten a bit better, but he still looks like he’s about to snap in half. I wonder how stressed he was when he talked to Sethos.

“Never thought you liked children,” Uriah added.

“I never said I disliked them. It’s an Old Kingdom custom to take care of orphans when one can. It was a moment of pity and not wanting them to end up in a worse situation on the streets.”

A ball soared over the hedges and bounced along the ground toward Astra. Rahim’s ice-blue exclamation followed before he appeared with three wali, looking for the ball. The nine-year-old boy was dressed in a white and gold qamis, dark curls bouncing against his brow while the small bell earrings let out a tinny peach sound.

“Rahim, what are you doing out here without Umm?” Rameses asked.

“She’s busy planning your wedding with the other ladies.” Rahim told him. “I got bored. All they did was talk about the decorations and other boring stuff. Will you play with me? I’m looking for my ball, but I want to do something else.”

Rameses glanced at Uriah, his mouth pursed. Astra stopped playing with the dogs and scooped up the ball.

“I’m afraid I already have plans with Uriah in the city, and I don’t think Umm would like it if you left the palace grounds without her permission,” Rameses said.

“But you always get to go into the city.” Rahim crossed his arms and scowled. “Why can’t I?”

“You know how dangerous the city can be, and Umm would be upset if I took you without her permission. Perhaps when I get back we can do something, Rahim. I could continue to show you how to shoot arrows from horseback if you would like.”

Rahim stomped his foot. “I don’t want to wait until later!”

“Why not go play with Serein’s ward, Zeru? She’s your age,” Rameses said, glancing at Serein. Astra still stood at a distance with the dogs, holding the ball and watching Rahim. “You can also play with Na’il and Na’im while I’m out.”

Serein stiffened. Rahim is the one I worry about being around the children. He’s too spoiled and easily irritated. His mother wouldn’t approve, but maybe it’ll be good for Astra and Luca to interact with more children closer to their age.

Rahim noticed Astra holding his ball, and uncrossed his arms, releasing the scowl. He approached her before Serein could open her mouth. Rameses let out a relieved sigh. Astra smiled at Rahim and offered him the ball.

“Do you want to play with me?” Rahim asked, the ice-blue question innocent.

Astra glanced at Serein. She chewed on the inside of her cheek, wanting to say no, but instead said, “Yes, go play, but don’t go far. We need to work on your Sarddonian later.”

The two children hurried back to the Royal Garden with the guards trailing after them. Sethos’ warning in the prison stained the purple breeze with red, reminding her that the ground beneath her feet could shift in an instant.

“Never thought you’d be one to avoid your siblings, Rameses,” Serein said, sheathing her sharpened weapons. Childish laughter rose over the hedges, but her shoulders remained tense.

“I don’t mind spending time with Rahim,” Rameses told her. “The problem is that even if he agrees to do something I suggest, he grows bored of it very quickly and wants to do something else. Our mother lets him do almost anything he wants, so he’s a bit spoiled.”

“A spoiled royal child? Is such a thing possible?” Serein hooked her weapons through her belt. “Maybe if you spent more time with him, he’d be a kinder person.”

Rameses raised an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth twitching upward. “Are you saying that because I’m a kind person that I could influence my brother?”

“She might have also been implying about your humility, too,” Uriah added, remaining stoic.

“You seem to be in a good mood, sadiqi. Any other quips that you would like to share?”

The late morning bell from the Royal House of the Saints tolled through the air in peach-colored waves. “I need to head out and meet Firoz,” Uriah said. He cast Serein a look before leaving for the stables.

Eneca hasn’t heard anything new about Xansas since I’ve been gone. That doesn’t sit well, Serein thought. If he’s been gone this long, then the person he’s gone to kill is very important or he’s laying low because he’s preparing to move against Sethos.

“If you are not busy, why not come with us?” Rameses asked her, breaking her thoughts.

“I’ll have to decline that offer for today. I plan to look over the missing sections of the Illumination of Sarlyria to see if I can decipher anything new based on the translated sections I got back.”

“Why not save something so fun for tonight? Poring over ancient manuscripts in the crypts sounds exciting, doesn’t it?”

Orange and ice-blue shouts rose up from the garden behind them, laughter replaced with anger. A chill ran through Serein, and she bolted from the tree toward the sounds. Rameses called out her name as she rounded the corner of the hedges in time to see Astra punch Rahim in the face. The girl yelled and fell upon him, small fists hitting his body. Tears ran down Rahim’s cheeks and a small dribbled of blood appeared from the cut on his lip. Astra’s neat braids were in disarray.

Serein watched the wali haul Astra off Rahim and throw her to the ground, reaching for their weapons. Rage shot through her, and she readied to draw her own weapon. She saw the red spray spurting from the jugular, knew how many seconds it would take for the guard to drop and stop breathing before the others moved to attack her. Beneath the carnage she saw Astra’s horrified face and heard her piercing scream.

She’ll see you for what you really are, volchitsa.

“Serein!”

The green shout behind Serein pulled her from the white haze. Gritting her teeth, she kept her blades sheathed and got to Astra before the guard could strike her.

“Don’t lay a hand on her,” Serein hissed at the guard, pulling Astra behind her.

“What happened?!” Rameses asked as he entered the garden. He stopped as the wali helped the boy up. “Saints! Rahim, are you alright?”

Uriah appeared moments later, gaze darting to Serein with concern before noticing Astra and Rahim.

“The girl attacked Rahim,” a bearded wali said with a sharp maroon voice.

Astra gripped the back of Serein’s shirt, shaking. Dust clung to the hem of the skirt and the beads usually woven into her hair lay scattered on the ground.

“What happened?” Serein asked Astra. Her braid is undone like it was pulled. The beads were yanked out. She looked at Rahim’s hand where long strands of hair were still tangled in his fingers. He must’ve pulled on her hair, and she snapped.

“He made fun of me while we were playing because I couldn’t understand him, and kept pulling at my braids,” Astra whispered with tears smearing her cheeks. “I told him to stop, but he kept hurting me.”

The anger grew hotter in Serein’s chest. “Is that why you hit him?” La’alo said Astra would fight with her sons when they disagreed. Her temper has always been hard to control, but I didn’t think she’d lose it here so soon.

“He was hurting me!” Astra’s quavering orange voice rose as frustration spiked each word.

“Your Highness, we need to take the girl to the Malika,” the guard went on.

I won’t let them take her. I knew it was a bad idea to let her get near Rahim, Serein thought.

Astra’s breath hitched, and she grabbed Serein’s clenched hand. Serein’s free hand moved toward her weapon, but a roughened hand grabbed her wrist. Her eyes snapped to Uriah as he stood next to her, brow furrowed. He shook his head in a silent warning. She pulled her hand away, moving it away from the dagger.

“Take Rahim to see the healer before my mother finds out, and I will deal with everything here,” Rameses said, looking from his still crying brother to Astra.

“But Your Highness⁠—”

“Rahim?!”

The mauve voice of Malika Lujayn rushed over the trimmed bushes and flowering trees before the woman herself appeared in a storm of flowing green skirts and jangling bells.

“Rahim!” Her voice turned shrill at the sight of the blood on her son’s lip. “What happened?!”

Lujayn pulled Rahim to her, brushing dirt from his hair. Rahim continued bawling as he buried his face in her skirts and left a stain of red on the fabric. As more wali poured into the garden, Serein grew more tense. There were too many for her to fight off if they drew their weapons.

“They were playing and then the girl hit His Highness,” the wali said.

Lujayn glared at Astra. “Who is this child?” she snapped before her hazel eyes landed on Serein. “You! What did you do, Ravanassë?” Lujayn twisted the words into a spike.

“Umm!” Rameses said.

“This is my ward, Your Majesty,” Serein told her and stooped into a bow. “She and the prince were playing and had a disagreement.” Rahim’s guards won’t speak against him. The Queen’s anger is more unwanted attention. Her gut clenched as the fear lapped against her anger.

The Malika clutched Rahim closer. “What was this girl doing playing with my son?”

“Rahim said he was bored so I suggested he play with Zeru,” Rameses told her.

Lujayn turned her rage on Rameses. “You let them play together? You know nothing about her and look what she’s done to your brother! That girl is just as dangerous as her.” She pointed at Serein.

“That is not fair, Umm. While we did not see what happened, the girl looks in rough shape as well, so I do not believe it is entirely her fault this fight happened.”

“He pulled my braid and made fun of me! I told him to stop, but he didn’t!” Astra shouted from behind Serein. Orange cut through the spiked mauve.

Serein rose, placing a hand on Astra’s shoulder. “Not here,” she whispered. I don’t know what the Queen will do next. If she goes and talks to Sethos about this, I doubt even Rameses will be able to keep us from his parents’ wrath. I thought we’d be able to stay here longer…

Lujayn gestured to Rahim’s injuries, color high in her cheeks. “Did that girl just shout at me?”

“Zeru is sorry for her behavior,” Serein told the queen. “This is a new place for her and her brother, and she’s still learning the customs and language.”

Lujayn’s eyes narrowed. “No manners. Get on your knees and beg for forgiveness!” she snapped and rushed toward Serein.

Rahim stared at his mother with wide eyes as his crying slowed. He had a look of shock, as if he’d never seen her like that before. It carried the look of fear, and Serein felt the heat building in her chest deflate a bit.

“Enough, Umm. This has all been an unfortunate misunderstanding. Yelling at a child is not going to help anything,” Rameses said, stepping between his mother and Serein.

“Your Majesty,” Serein began, “she means no offense. She’s upset and needs time to calm down⁠—”

Lujayn pushed Rameses aside and struck Serein across the cheek. The sapphire smack blinded Serein for a moment. Astra shirked away with a whimper. Serein didn’t flinch, eyes remaining on Lujayn’s face despite the heat throbbing across her skin. The black beast snapped its head up and rumbled in her chest. Rameses’ eyes widened in shock.

“I do not care if you are a muharib,” Lujayn said through her teeth, hands trembling. “You will remember your place. You do not speak to me unless I let you.”

“Enough of this!” Rameses said. He pulled his mother back away from Serein. “I understand you are angry, but do not take it out on Serein.”

Serein bowed her head again. “I apologize, Your Majesty,” she said. “I humbly ask you to give the girl time to consider her actions.”

“I could have you whipped, and the girl severely punished.”

“Then if it pleases Your Majesty, have me whipped, imprisoned, or whatever punishment you see fit. All I ask is that you let me take the blame instead of Zeru. She is my responsibility, and I’ll take any punishment meant for her.” A few more whip marks are nothing. Diverting her anger onto me will buy me some time so I can figure out how to smooth this over…although it might be too late.

Tears sprung from Astra’s eyes, and she ran out of the garden. “Stop her! I did not say she could leave!” Lujayn snapped.

Serein’s heart tripped over itself as two of the Malika’s Guard moved to go after Astra. Every muscle in her body tensed to run after her, but she remained frozen. Being unable to see her daughter filled her head with a slew of anxious thoughts.

I can’t kill this woman, but I can’t let her hurt Astra, Serein thought, eyes darting in the direction Astra went.

“No! Leave her be, Umm. Take Rahim to the healer, please,” Rameses told her. His jaw clenched and shoulders squared as he stared down his mother. “Take a moment to calm down before doing anything rash. You are too worked up now.”

Lujayn’s mouth twisted as words built up in her mouth, and she struggled to hold them back. She turned her attention back to Rahim, face stained with tears.

“Ummi,” Rahim whimpered.

The anger melted from Lujayn’s face as she wrapped him up in her arms, kissing his cheeks. “It will be fine, habibi,” she whispered, and smoothed his disheveled locks. “We will finish this matter later, Ravanassë.”

Lujayn guided Rahim toward the palace, their wali flanking them until it was only Uriah, Rameses, and his two guards. Serein unclenched her hands and the small cuts along her palms from her nails stung as the air hit them.

“Are you alright?” Uriah asked her as he moved closer, staring at the red mark on her cheek.

“I’ve had worse.” For a woman held together by nervous energy and fabric, she has a bit of a bite.

“I’m sorry about my mother,” Ramses said, concern shadowing his face. “I’ll go talk to her and try to make this right.”

“You’ll have better luck trying to stop a storm. Her child was hurt, so her rage knows no bounds,” Serein told him. I don’t begrudge her that, even if her son is a spoiled brat who hurt Astra first.

“I believe Zeru that Rahim provoked her first. I’m sorry that you got hurt. I won’t let her do anything to you or the girl.”

Rameses followed after his mother quickly. The ball lay abandoned, and Serein found the beads from Astra’s hair in the grass, clutching them in her hand. As the peach chimes grew faint, Serein spun on her heel and returned to the open palace grounds.

“Serein, wait,” Uriah called.

She scanned the area, inhaling to cool the anger in her chest. “I need to look for Astra, so I don’t have time to wait.”

“Do you want me to come with you to look for her?”

The green question made her look back at him. A “no” sat on her tongue, but she swallowed it. “Yes.”

He fell into step with Serein as she headed for the stables. “Why are you heading to the stables?”

“When something bad happens, she would always hide wherever Luca was. He’s working in the stables, so that’s the first place I’ll look.” If she’s not there, I’ll have to check elsewhere. Unless she’s really hidden herself…or used her magic.

“What are you going to do once you find her? Do you need help getting them back to your chambers?”

“I don’t know. I need to find them first.” Could I get them to Rajiya and Baqir in time without being noticed?

“Serein, please stop for a moment and look at me.” She slowed her pace but didn’t stop, narrowing her eyes at him. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

“No. I wasn’t watching her and then this happened. If the Queen decides it, she could be killed for hurting Rahim.” The words stuck to the inside of Serein’s throat, making it hard to swallow.

“Rameses will smooth things over with the Malika and get her to see sense,” Uriah told her.

“And there’s a chance Sethos will disregard everything Rameses says in my defense and harm me and Astra,” she hissed through her teeth. “I doubt it’ll end well for us. I just thought I’d be better prepared before it happened.”

Uriah got ahead of her and stopped in her path. “Are you planning to do something?” He kept his voice low as he glanced around.

“I’ll do whatever’s necessary to make sure they’re safe. And if those plans need to be put into motion, you’ll know. You said I could trust you in protecting them, and I intend to test that.”

Serein moved around him, the smell of the stables reaching her as she got closer. Jabbar and a few other horses in the paddock looked up from their grazing. Three stablehands were busy cleaning the floor and oiling the saddles. Uriah’s gray footsteps crunched against the dry path marked by hoofprints. The whickering of horses in the stalls left goldenrod sunbursts in the air.

“Stay here a moment,” Serein told Uriah, leaving him by the stable doors.

Over the sounds of the horses, Serein heard familiar crying. Liqen stuck her head out of her stall, smacking her lips as she spotted Serein. Serein peered into the stall and found Astra and Luca sitting on the half-finished hay in the corner. Unlatching the door, Serein crouched down next to them.

“Are you hurt?” she asked in Sarlyrian.

Astra looked up, eyes rimmed red and nose sticky with snot. Luca had started putting her braid back together.

“It still hurts where he pulled my hair,” she mumbled. Her voice cracked, creating fissures along Serein’s chest. “And my hand where I hit him.”

Serein handed Luca the beads, and he worked them into the braid. She wiped off her daughter’s face with the edge of her tunic.

“It’ll sting for a bit, but that pain will fade.” She looked at Astra’s red knuckles and dirt-stained fingers. “You remembered what I told you and kept your thumb on the outside of your fist?”

Astra nodded. “It still hurt.”

“The point is not to break anything in your hand.” She’s becoming too much like me. Quick to anger and violence. Violence…like him. A twinge of fear shot through her, and she swallowed the burning taste as it hit the back of her throat. If I’d been around while she was growing up, maybe I could’ve helped her with her anger…I couldn’t protect her from this pain.

Humming a familiar song, Luca touched the side of his sister’s head, and magic gathered around his fingers in a symphony of colors, the song rising in Serein’s ears and making goosebumps rise along her arms. She looked around, making sure no one was around. An opalescent film moved around Astra’s head for a few seconds before dissipating.

Seems he can sill use his abilities here. His magic is getting stronger. But if anyone sees or suspects that he can use magic…

“Does it feel better?” Luca asked his sister.

“Yes,” Astra replied.

“Luca,” Serein whispered, “remember what I told you about using your gifts. Never here.”

Her son lowered his gaze, and another pang struck Serein’s heart. “I’m sorry…I was just trying to help.”

Liqen bent her head to sniff Serein’s pockets for treats. “I know, but now more than ever, you both need to not draw attention to yourself.”

“Am I going to get in trouble?” Astra whispered, more tears welling up.

“Do you know why what you did was wrong?” Serein replied and scratched Liqen under her chin.

“I-I hit him,” Astra said and hugged her knees close to her chest. “But he wasn’t letting go, and it hurt. I told him to stop, but he just laughed. I thought we could fight back if someone is hurting us.”

“There are other ways to fight back. You can use your words or walk away. And if you can’t escape, evade oncoming blows as much as you can. The people here aren’t like La’alo or her children who you can fight with. It’s not fair, but the prince is someone you can’t hurt without there being consequences.”

“Why did she hit you? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Serein smoothed out the dirty locks near Astra’s temple. “That woman, the Queen, was worried for her son. Seeing him injured made her afraid, and she lashed out.”

Astra looked up, shimmering drops clinging to her eyelashes. “Did it hurt?”

“She didn’t hit very hard,” Serein replied with a faint smile.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt him or get you in trouble. I just wanted him to stop.”

“I know. You can’t always stop what others do, but the moment you react, you determine what happens. Do you understand?”

“Yes…” Astra sniffled.

“You have passion and anger inside of you. Both need to be controlled otherwise they’ll control you.”

“Do I have to say sorry to him?” The orange voice crumpled into Serein’s lap as Astra leaned against her.

“Not today. I want you to realize why you’re saying sorry. Tomorrow you’ll have to apologize to Rahim.”

“I don’t want to apologize to him,” Astra said, eyes rimmed with red.

Once Luca finished braiding the side of Astra’s hair, Serein pulled her close. “I know. We have to do things we don’t like to do but need to do in order to move on. You’ll need to apologize even if you aren’t happy about it.”

“But he didn’t apologize!” Liqen pawed the ground as Astra’s voice rose, making Serein aware that the noises from the stablehands had stopped. “I hate it here. This place is awful! I want to go home!”

“Can we go home?” Luca asked, and Serein’s heart twisted.

“No. Not today. Not for a long time,” she replied. “I told you that we’d be here for a bit.”

“Why? I don’t want to stay here!” Astra shouted. “It’s hot and the people are mean and scary!”

“I know, but I can’t leave. I have a job to do. When it’s finished, we can leave, but not now.”

Astra buried her face against her knees. “No! I want to go home!”

“Not everyone is mean,” Luca said, quiet blue creeping into the fog of yellow and orange. “Rizwana’s nice. And Master Almakah’s nice. And Rasi and Rameses. Eneca.” He looked past Serein at Uriah who approached the stall.

Serein glanced at Uriah. “I know this place isn’t home, and it’s unfamiliar. Today may not have been a good experience for you, but don’t let that ruin your time here. I’ll show you the people to trust and the ones to avoid. There’ll be many you’ll have to decide whether to trust or not on your own,” she said. “Let’s head back to the room and get you cleaned up.” It’ll be best for them to stay out of sight for a bit, and hope that Lujayn’s rage will cool. No doubt I’ll have to face Sethos about this soon.

Luca took Astra’s hand and squeezed it. Liqen blew air through her nose and bumped Astra’s head with it. Astra laughed, stroking the horse’s face.

“Te amo,” Serein whispered.

Astra wrapped her arms around Serein’s neck. “Te amo.”

She helped her children to their feet. “Can I come too?” Luca asked.

“Go ask Master Almakah.”

The boy ran out of the stall to the stablemaster’s quarters in the back of the stables. Serein latched Liqen’s stall behind them, holding Astra’s hand.

Uriah watched them with a softer expression as he stood in the middle of the center aisle. “I’m sorry about what happened. I know this place can be intimidating, but it’s not all bad,” he told Astra. “It was hard for me when I first came here, but Rameses helped me learn the language, and it became easier.”

“You grew up here? I thought you were from Wendale,” Astra said. “You don’t look like the people here.”

“I am, but I chose to stay here and become a soldier. I still miss home, but I found friends and a purpose here that make this place feel like a second home.”

“Second home?”

“You can have more than one place you feel comfortable with, a place that feels like home. It’ll take time, but Oyon has a lot of good things.”

“If people are mean to us, I don’t think I’ll ever like it here.”

Uriah opened his mouth, but empty silence came out as the green words tapered off. He glanced at Serein before clearing his throat and shuffling off to the tack room.

Luca came running back from the stablemaster’s room. “I can leave for the day,” he said.

“Let’s go see if we can get some sweets from the kitchen.” Serein took his hand, looking back over her shoulder where Uriah had been. This place will never feel like home.
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The girl stared out the open window as the early morning sunlight came through the mist. Rain dripped purple from the palmetto and mara trees. Her eyelids drooped, and she jerked awake, leaning against the sill to keep herself standing. The outside sounds were distant, their colors streaky and out of focus. She could still hear sky blue and sunset orange cries in her ears, and she wasn’t convinced the phantom sounds weren’t real.

“Do you need something?” A quiet sienna question touched the girl, and she jumped.

The sudden movement made her wince. Her hands went for her dagger, but remembered she had left it in the other room. The Elven woman watched her from the stairs, dressed in loose night clothes.

“You should still be taking it easy while you heal,” the Elf said as she came down the last few steps. “You only gave birth a few weeks ago.”

Even weeks later, it still didn’t feel real. The two faces the girl stared down at day after day, wrinkled and with wisps of dark hair on their heads, felt foreign to her at times. If she hadn’t seen the infants come into the world and felt the pain, she would have been able to convince herself that they had appeared out of thin air. When she searched their features, she looked for any signs of the White Snake’s shadow. Even hidden in the thick jungle with the towering trees and large, dangerous creatures, she never felt hidden from his sight.

“If you are still experiencing discomfort, I can mix up more healing tonic for you.”

“I’m fine,” the girl whispered, the yellow words sharpened with irritation.

The Elf poured water into a clay cup and mixed in a pinch of herbs from a small pot. She held it out to the girl. For a second, she thought there was a sweet odor beneath the bitter herbs. When the girl didn’t take the cup, the Elf took a sip of it and set it down on the table.

Orange crying cut through the quiet like an arrow, striking the girl in the chest. She tensed, drawn to it and willing for the cry to return to silence. It reminded her of her exhaustion, aching body, and the fear of what tomorrow held. The Elf turned in the direction of the wailing infant, and a blue cry joined in. Rustling moved from the loft above. The girl wanted to dig her palms against her ears until she couldn’t hear anymore. Tears sprung from her eyes, and she slid to the ground, back against the wall.

“I can’t do this,” she whispered. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t be their mother. They don’t feel like my children.”

The Elven woman came beside the girl, crouching down. “You have only known them a short time. You will learn about them and how to be their mother.”

“I can’t! I look at them, and I’m afraid of them. Of what I might do to them.” Her scarred hands knew how to hold a blade, had felt the stickiness of blood.

“What you are feeling is not unusual. When my first son was born, I did not feel connected to him. My body did not feel like my own, and I had this new being to take care of. I could not understand his cries, but eventually I learned. The bond between mother and child is there, but sometimes it take time for it to be felt.”

The other Elf came down the stairs as the crying grew louder. He looked at his sister who said something in the language of the stars, and the Elven man nodded. His footsteps left no sound or color as he headed for the room where the infants cried.

“Even though the first months and decades of being a mother were hard, they were not the hardest times I would face,” the Elven woman went on. “When he and his brother died with my husband…that was the hardest moment. But I had those moments, even the messy and confusing ones, to look back on and draw comfort from.”

The girl wiped her tears. “Can’t you and your brother take them? Or someone else who wants them? I can’t…I’m not fit to do this…”

The Elf grabbed the cup and held it out to her. “No one is ever truly fit to have children, not even Immortals. We learn alongside them. The Lights gave them to you for a reason. It will be hard now, but you look like the sort of person who has seen harder days.”

“Then why can’t I stand the sound of their crying? I don’t feel anything like love for them.”

“Because you are tired and not healed. Your body and mind have been through a great ordeal, which you need to recover from. I do not know what lies ahead for you, child, although I suspect that if you make the choice to trust us and not run away from what is in front of you, it will be a very different life than you imagined.”

The girl glanced at the cup, at the brown-skinned fingers wrapped around it. They weren’t the hands of the man responsible for so much pain. The White Snake wasn’t there, and she didn’t hear the whispers as squalling cries drew closer.

The Elven man stood with two babies in his arms. The girl took the cup and downed the bitter drink, a soothing citrusy taste following behind the herbs. She pulled herself up and looked at the twin faces. She took the girl first and held her close, tiny hands grasping the air and gummy mouth open. The orange sound hit her face, and the tears continued falling.

When a blue knock rapped against the door, Serein saw images of guards bursting into the chamber. The sound punctured through the darkness, and she reached for the knife on the edge of her desk. The candle next to the inkwell flickered as she stood. Nala lifted her head, tail moving across the bedsheets while Luca and Astra slept next to her.

With the knife gripped between her fingers, Serein moved toward the door. I should take them to Rajiya’s place. This tower won’t be safe much longer. Another knock came, this time quieter and with more hesitation. Not a guard at least.

Rameses’ gaze was on his ring when Serein opened the door, wearing a simple pearl gray qamis, bare ears, and hair damp from a bath. She held her dagger off to the shadows as she took in Rameses and Ilderim. A little bit of her tension loosened.

“Has Her Majesty decided to go with flogging or imprisonment?” Serein asked him in a low voice. “Judging by the lack of guards, it doesn’t seem that I’ll be spending the night in a cell.”

Rameses straightened. “My mother did consider it, but I convinced her not to. That and a little bit of Healer Sajjad’s special mixture helped calm her down,” he said.

“No doubt your father has already been told about this.” But if he has, why are we still alive?

“He probably has, and my mother will tell him herself at some point. Knowing him, he’ll most likely leave the punishment up to her.”

“I don’t know who is the worst one to receive punishment from,” Serein told him, her free hand resting on the door handle. Sethos doesn’t hesitate to hurt children, but at least he’s obvious and consistent with his cruelty. His wife…she’s most likely a product of her anxiousness and fear.

“How is Zeru?” he asked, peering into her darkened chambers.

“She’s calmed down and will apologize to Rahim tomorrow, if she’s given the chance,” Serein replied.

“I hope this doesn’t make her dislike being here. I can have the kitchen make some treats for her and sent up in the morning.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Can I come in for a bit?”

“I wasn’t under the impression this was going to be a long visit. You’re betrothed, so sneaking through the night to come to my chambers will have more consequences than it did before.”

Rameses gave a dry laugh. “You make it sound so tawdry.” Serein raised an eyebrow at him. “No one followed me. I made sure to go a different way, stick to the shadows. I thought it would be better to talk here instead of the crypts.”

Serein looked down the dark hallway. “Fine. But you shouldn’t stay long,” she said, stepping back from the door and slipping the knife through her belt.

Rameses followed her as she moved to the window. Serein listened to the soft breathing of her children in the other room. The moon hung like a sliver of shaved silver in the sky, teetering and ready to be blown away.

“Thank you…for talking to your mother,” she muttered.

“It’s the least I could do,” Rameses said, staring out the window beside her. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stop her from hurting you. While I don’t like seeing Rahim hurt, I believe Zeru when she said he instigated it. He’s still young and has a lot to learn.”

“And many things to unlearn or I shudder to imagine what kind of adult he’ll become.”

Rameses sighed through his nose. “Yes…I’ll do everything in my power to make sure it doesn’t happen again, and that nothing happens to Zeru or her brother.”

“Do you really think you’ll have any say if your father decides to get rid of them? What are the lives of two children to him?” Memories of the coliseum flashed, children’s screams bleeding together with the roar of lions.

“I’ll still do what I can do to protect them.”

Serein knelt by the majlis. She lifted a section of the cushioning and pulled out a thin vellum folio.

“These are the financial records for both his legal and more discreet dealings I took from Duval’s manor and a new translated section of the Illumination of Sarlyria.”

Rameses stared at the papers a moment before taking them. “Hopefully, this brings us closer to the answers we need. Anything interesting in these sections?”

“It talks about the Calamor who sealed away Rúcarëgoth’s servants once he fell. Many of them were killed in a coup by his followers many decades ago.,” she replied as she stood. “One of the servants that was sealed away in a tomb was named Vastator.”

Rameses’ gaze snapped to her. “Vastator? Like the name of my father’s sword?”

“Yes, which doesn’t seem like a coincidence to me. Where did he get that sword?” It always made me feel uneasy to be around it, but I always thought it was because Sethos cut me and my mother down with it. But if it’s a weapon tied to magic, could it have played a part in how Sethos was able to spread the plague?

“I’m not sure. I feel like I’ve always seen the sword.” Rameses closed his eyes for a moment. “I think I asked him about it when I was a child because I had never seen a black blade before, and he told me that it was a gift. He never said who it was from.”

“I don’t know if the sword itself contains a magic of some sort or its significance, but something isn’t right about it.”

“Has the book said anything about it?” Rameses asked.

Serein shook her head. “Nothing else yet. I’ll need to copy a larger section to send. Or I could send my contact the whole book.”

“That might be too risky, especially if we lose the book. Why don’t I do that for you to speed up the process? I appreciate you taking the time to copy the text, but with you being gone so much, it might be best to take care of the copying part so all you have to do is send it to your people.”

Serein crossed her arms. He won’t know what he’s copying, but it’ll be a risk if someone realizes what he’s writing. The morphling would be about to handle a whole book, but it might require more of the bottled magic. “Fine. I’ll be even busier now with these two children. It’s risky to give you the book now, so I’ll leave it in the Archives room so you can work on it there without anyone suspecting.”

“It’s been a while since I’ve gone to the Archives,” Rameses said. “Do you think the children really have any useful information about Duval?”

“I do, which is why I brought them back. But now I’m worried this might be worse than where they came from. They were treated harshly at Duval’s manor, and it seems Zeru might be in danger here.”

“Are you blaming yourself for what happened? Are you mad at Rahim?”

“No, I’m not mad at Rahim. If I’d been watching, I would’ve seen Zeru’s anger rising and stepped in. Or, I could’ve said no when you suggested that she play with Rahim and avoided everything. What ifs are useless to think about, yet I hear the whispers. No matter how much foresight I have and planning I do, something always slips through the cracks.”

Rameses held the folio close to his chest. “You know you cannot predict everything, Serein.”

“No, but if I can’t predict something, danger and pain usually follows.”

“It’s unusual to see you so worried about another person. I think having these children around might be good for you,” he said, and she shot him a sharp look. “Being a little softer isn’t a bad thing.”

“It doesn’t help much when facing men like Sethos and Xansas.”

“Maybe not to most, but you at least won’t be facing them alone.”

Serein spared a glance at the bedchamber, listening to the quiet breathing of her children. I don’t know if that will be enough…
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Serein squeezed Astra’s shoulder as they stood outside the Malika’s chambers, the carved doors painted white with pictures of the Saints. The whole morning Astra wore a dour look on her face, and Serein couldn’t find the words to assuage her fears, only able to run her fingers through her daughter’s hair as she braided it and offer up a plea if the Lights were listening. Luca had reluctantly gone to the stables with Rizwana.

“My tummy feels funny,” Astra muttered, fingers twisted in the folds of her blue skirts. Her gaze kept darting to the Malika’s Guard flanking the outside of the chamber and hallway.

“You’re nervous. That’s normal. I’ll be by your side the whole time,” Serein said. “Remember what I told you.”

Astra stared at her feet, biting her lower lip. “Be sincere and say sorry even if I don’t feel like saying sorry. And to bow.”

“Good.” Serein squeezed the small hand. “You’re being very brave.” And I’ll have to be patient and restrain myself if the Queen means to harm Astra.

“Enter,” came the mauve voice, and Astra jumped.

The hinges let out teal creaks, and Serein resisted the urge to flinch. Malika’s Guard stood in the corners of the massive room with high-vaulted ceilings. Hanging lanterns glittered with panes of different colored glass. Tapestries depicting scenes of the Saints performing miracles rippled along the walls, disturbed by the breeze coming in from the open balcony. The Malika sat on a wine-colored majlis, face stern as a marble statue draped in gold and green silks. A silver diadem with thin chains sat on her head on top of a white headscarf. At her side was Rahim, wearing a blue qamis and crisp white sirwal trousers. He stopped eating his orange and stared at Astra with wide eyes. His lip was swollen, and dark red and purple bruises splotched his cheeks.

She’s annoyed. Not enraged, Serein thought, taking in the pursued lips and wrinkles around the woman’s mouth. The Malika’s regained her reason. She wants to make a show of whatever decision she’s going to make, summoning us like this.

Serein bent into a bow. Astra paused to stare at Lujayn fearfully before copying the movement. A hushed quiet fell over the room.

“Rise,” Lujayn said in Common. “I hope you have had time to contemplate the error of your ways, child.”

Astra looked at Rahim, keeping her head lowered. “Yes, Your Majesty,” she replied. “I’m sorry for hitting you, Y-your Highness. I was wrong. I’m really sorry.”

“Harming a member of the royal family is punishable by whipping or death, but since you are only an ignorant child, I will be merciful,” Lujayn told her. “You will shave your hair as a sign of your shame.”

Serein stiffened, stomach twisting. She wants to humiliate and crush by removing the thing that caused Astra to hit Rahim in the first place. She knows the braids are important to the Ravanassë.

The corners of Astra’s eyes glistened, and her lower lip wobbled. “I…” The orange word was a fragile whisper threatening to shatter in the air.

“Your Majesty, let the sentence pass to me since it was my negligence that caused this,” Serein said as she rose from her crouch. “Zeru already apologized. Let her spend more time with the servants and help with all the laundry as penance.”

“You may be the Malik’s muharib, but you do not have the power to speak out against me!” Lujayn snapped, voice rising and pressing against the ceiling of her chambers. “I am being lenient. Do not make me change my mind.”

“What point is there in publicly humiliating a child, Your Majesty?”

Color rose beneath Lujayn’s tawny cheeks, her hands clenched in her lap. “Shall I have her flogged instead while you watch? Would that be lenient enough for you? Or perhaps I should have you hold the whip yourself?”

Astra flinched, hands balling up her clothes in sweaty palms. Chains slithered against the ground, clanking as the black beast moved inside Serein’s gut. Her scars tightened at the thought of raising a hand against Astra or seeing her harmed. Each breath thinned in her lungs, and she felt naked without her blades at her side.

Looks like you made it worse, volchitsa, Xansas whispered.

“Umm, no.” The ice blue voice made Lujayn stop. Rahim looked at his mother and tugged on her sleeve. “It was my fault,” he said, his voice nasally. “I-I made fun of her and pulled on her hair even though she asked me to stop. Please, don’t hurt her.”

“But, Rahim, delam, she hit you. When a bad thing is done, there must be punishment. Even for children,” the Malika told him in a soft voice, her hard expression melting. Her slender fingers got lost in his dark curls, brushing them back off his forehead.

Rahim glanced at Astra. “But I did a bad thing, too. Should I be punished, too?”

Lujayn’s painted lips formed a smile. “But you are an amir. It is different for you.”

“Why? I did something bad. Please, don’t hurt her. The Saints teach us about mercy. That’s what you always tell me.”

Lujayn’s mouth opened but no words came out. The edges of her control frayed.

A challenge to the traditions of Sarddon. Not a defiant one, but a challenge all the same. This wasn’t something he came up with on his own, Serein thought. Rameses must have spoken to him.

“Very well, Rahim. If you want me to pardon this girl, I will,” Lujayn said with a mauve sigh and caressed her son’s cheek. All traces of softness vanished when she turned her gaze back to Serein. “My son wishes to pardon your ward for her actions. You should be grateful that Rahim is so kind and merciful.”

Serein bowed. “Thank you, Amir Rahim. You have a wise head on your shoulders,” she told him. Astra stared at him for a moment before ducking her head low.

Lujayn waved her hand through the air in irritated strokes. “You are dismissed.”

As she stood, Astra cast a glance back at Rahim, her brow furrowed. She wiped her eyes and followed Serein out of the Malika’s chambers. As the doors closed behind them and they turned down the hallway out of sight from the guards, Serein took Astra’s hand.

“Why would he not want me punished?” Astra asked. “I hit him, and we’re not friends. Why would he be nice?”

“I don’t know. It could be that someone spoke to him, and he realized that he made a mistake,” Serein told her in a hushed voice. We narrowly avoided danger, but now Astra and Luca will be walking an even finer line. There are more eyes on them, which will bring new dangers slithering out from the shadows.

The smell of mint filled the room as Sethos sipped his tea. “Do you understand your orders?” he asked, red spilling over the rim of his glass.

The summons from Sethos was one Serein had been dreading since yesterday. When the servant stopped her in the East Wing while she was bringing Astra to the servants’ quarters, it made her heart rate quicken and her instincts to escape kick in. She left Astra with Rizwana, unsure of what she would be walking into when she entered the Malik’s study.

Her neutral composure grew strained each minute she stayed in his presence. “Yes, Your Majesty,” Serein replied.

The papers were tucked into the front of her robes, their words burned into her mind. Tomorrow, her blades would be on the move again, and she would return to the world of blood, leaving Luca and Astra behind alone in the den of lions.

Seems no one can stay hidden from Sethos’ gaze. I knew this was a possibility, but I thought he’d have been smarter and would’ve avoided getting caught, she thought while fragments of a plan formed. This will make our plans more difficult. Rameses won’t be happy to hear about this.

“Should his sons not fall in line, you will be revisiting them in the future. Leave the rest of his estate untouched. I want to know who he was in contact with and if anyone else in his family has been dealing with the rebels.”

“I hear and obey.”

Sethos set his tea glass down, and the quiet ruby-colored clink against the desktop sounded like a whip crack in the settling quiet. His dark gold eyes stared at her, and a black shadow moved across his irises. Serein blinked, shoulders tensing, but the shadows in his eyes had vanished.

“You know what my warning was should those children cause issues while you are here,” he said.

The words struck with bladed edges. The smell of the cells and the chilling darkness crept in. Kamau’s expression didn’t change as he stood behind Sethos, and none of the guards made a move to draw their weapons. Vastator was propped against the wall behind Sethos, the ornate sheath unable to hide the malice emanating from the blade.

“Not only did your ward hit my son, but you also spoke back against my wife. Twice.”

Serein swallowed, whittling down her responses until the dullest one stuck to her dry tongue, one that would keep her head attached to her body.

“I wanted to avoid any more bloodshed,” she told him. “I thought a diplomatic solution would benefit both children.”

“And you feel that was your call to make?”

“I don’t think I suggested anything the Queen wasn’t already considering. Zeru is new to the palace and has much to learn. I dealt with her accordingly so that nothing like this will happen again.”

The Malik rested his hands on the top of his desk. “You could not control the girl before, so what makes you think you can do so again?”

“I believe she now knows what could happen and will be afraid to make another mistake. Fear is a powerful motivator and teacher.”

“Although Rahim and my wife—and even Rameses—have decided not to punish the girl further, I will not hesitate to make an example of both your wards should something happen again. Neither of them will go near Rahim or Rasima again, is that clear? They are servants, not friends to royal children.”

Serein nodded, images of the coliseum and the lions burning behind her eyelids. “Rizwana and the servants will keep them busy.” Rameses managed to stay Sethos’ hand? How? And for how long will it last?

“Il-Makah will deal with them instead of the servants. He seems keen to keep a closer eye on them, so they will spend their time in the Tower of Secrets. For now, you can continue to house them in your chambers.”

His words left no room for objection, and Serein swallowed her jagged protests. “That will be best.” The Tower might be worse than a dungeon. They’ll be like birds trapped in a cage.

You’ve backed yourself into a corner, Xansas’ voice hissed. Mistake after mistake.

“Let us hope they turn out to be as useful as you say they are. Otherwise, they will become events at the coliseum.”
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Serein carried the weight of the red words with her down the hall, anger roiling in her chest. She couldn’t shake the cold shadow following at her heels. Dread crept in, and she tried to strangle it, but it kept seeping through her fingers like sludge. As much as everything inside her urged her to find her children to prepare them for the Golden Jackals, to make sure Sethos hadn’t changed his mind about sparing them, she continued through the Royal Wing, time trickling away behind her.

Is that fear I sense, volchitsa? The whispers came unbidden to her, always creeping in no matter how hard she tried to lock them away. How does it taste?

Gravel crunched under her shoes as she entered the blue and white riad, squinting against the sunlight coming through the twisting branches of the apricot tree. The fountain burbled opaque purple and bees landed on the flowering bougainvillea climbing the trellises. The two guards by the arched door watched her as she headed for the second floor. Her eyes carved grooves into the door, her knuckles leaving behind dark blue spots as she rapped them against the wood.

“Come in.”

Serein stepped into the room, the gold words hanging in the air. Na’il and Na’im came over and sniffed her legs, leaving fine white hairs against her dark trousers. Rameses looked up from the book resting against his knee while he lounged against the cushions of the majlis. Empty plates with crumbs and a pot of tea sat on the table. Ilderim stood against the far wall of Rameses’ living chambers.

The book closed with a soft gray sigh. “This is unexpected,” Rameses said, sitting up. “How did it go with my mother? I wanted to be there, but there were meetings I had to take care of before seeing Sabah.”

“Zeru got off with a warning,” she told him and stood across from him. “Rahim wanted the Queen to spare her any harsh punishment.”

“I’m glad she listened to him and that this didn’t take a darker turn.”

“You spoke to him, didn’t you?”

Rameses set the book down on the cushions and sat up straighter. “I did. My mother won’t discourage my brother’s behavior, and my father doesn’t really care what Rahim does unless it affects him. I’m glad my words got through to him and that he was able to get our mother to see sense.”

“And you spoke to your father,” Serein went on. “How did you get him to stay his hand?”

A sigh escaped Rameses, and he leaned back against the cushions. “That was a harder conversation. I don’t exactly know how I got him to listen. I must have had the luck of the Saints on my side,” he said. “I had told him how I wouldn’t stand for the harming of children. Since I’ve been in charge of negotiating trade deals for years, I have sway over important merchants. Although I’d hate to do it, I said I would tell them to take their business elsewhere if anything happens to your wards.”

“You threatened your father? I didn’t think you had any claws, princeling.” She studied his tired expression. It’s not something he’d like to do again, but if he’s to stop his father, he’ll have to be tougher. “I’m impressed.”

His golden gaze flicked up to her, eyes widening a bit. “A high compliment coming from you that I don’t feel I truly deserve. Apparently, that was enough to sway him. I’d even say he was proud of me for a moment that I was becoming like him.”

“You possessed some of your father’s better qualities in that moment, Your Highness,” Ilderim said from his post, his ocher-colored voice wrapping around the room. “You didn’t flinch, and I was reminded of your uncle when he ruled.”

Rameses glanced at his wali with a faint smile. “I appreciate that, Ilderim.”

“You’re different than your father. You don’t make threats for your own self gain, but for the benefit of others.” I don’t know how long this reprieve will last, but I’ll need to use it to find a way to kill Xansas as soon as possible. Serein crossed her arms, all too aware of the minutes passing the longer she remained in Rameses’ chambers. “Thank you, Rameses.”

The Amir’s smile vanished, and he stood. “A compliment and a thank you. I will savor this moment for the rest of my life since I doubt it will ever happen again,” he said. “But I have to ask, did you come all this way to thank me?”

“No. Sethos is sending me to kill Hasim tomorrow,” Serein told him. The color drained from his face.

His relaxed posture tightened, and worry clouded his features. “How did he find out about Hasim?” he whispered, looking at the black and gold bow hanging on the wall next to a painting of the palace. “Is this retaliation for what I did? Does my father suspect our connection to him?”

“I don’t think the decision to kill the Horse Lord is related to us. Either someone in Hasim’s own household ratted him out or he attracted the attention of the Golden Jackals because he was careless. It could’ve even been at your mother’s diffa last year. He didn’t strike me as a man who was all that suited for secret dealings.” Not when he risked talking with a Vale right under Sethos’ nose.

Rameses moved toward his desk. The papers and books were more cluttered than usual, the corners of building sketches covered by layers of unsealed scrolls and missives awaiting signatures. Melted pools of hardened wax stuck to the wood.

“What happens now? The others you have been sent to kill weren’t people we really knew or factored into the plan. But Hasim…He is one of the strongest potential allies we have. This will set us back. And if my father was able to uncover all that Hasim was doing…he could…” Rameses chewed on his lower lip, hands becoming clenched fists at his sides.

“This doesn’t change that possibility. The one thing we have going for us is that Sethos thinks all his enemies are dead when we have them as allies in hiding. If they and the rebels know what Sethos is doing, it may be time to unite them with your cause. The people I faked deaths for know I spared them for a cost, which is already a risk for me should they get caught or talk about one of Sethos’s assassins being a traitor.”

“Would they know that you’re a muharib?” Rameses asked.

Sunlight pooled in decorative shapes across the marble floor through the latticed window, stretching out the shadows. “No, but it wouldn’t take Il-Makah or Sethos long to piece everything together if they found out those targets were still alive,” she replied.

“What will you do with Hasim?”

“Sethos told me to kill both him and his daughter. I was told to torture the daughter before killing him. They both will have to go into hiding, and the estate will pass to his sons, so long as they remain loyal to Sethos. I usually have more time before my next mission, but this one will be tricky. I have a nearby contact I can get in touch with who should be able to help me pull this off.” Coming up with two bodies last minute will be difficult, and then getting Hasim and his daughter away…

“Will Hasim’s testimony against my father be enough to weaken support for him?”

“It would, but we’d need to spread it to the citizens the way the rebels have. Leaflets or songs, but we don’t have the network of people needed for that yet.” Serein sighed. “If we found the servant who witnessed the murder of your uncle and his family, tracked down Mordag, how your father used magic to start the plague, and the real reason he started the war, then you’d have a stronger case against him to sway the soldiers, nobles, and the people. But with Hasim in hiding, you’ll have fewer resources for a coup.”

“And if I can get Sabah on our side?”

“The ruler of a city that controls the port and has an army of their own would be a powerful ally. She’ll give you legitimacy.” Marrying her would solidify an alliance with her city, but it’s a risk if he calls it off and expects her to still be an ally. “But I’d seriously consider how the rebels might be able to help us.”

Rameses leaned against his desk, head hanging low. The weight of everything that lay before him piled onto his shoulders. He closed his eyes and let out a heavy breath.

“I’d like to discuss this further once you return, and we see how Hasim’s ‘death’ affects the people of the court. I want to tell Sabah about this and start solidifying our plan against my father,” he said, gold flaking off each hollow word.

“Find out all that you can from her while I’m gone. Her thoughts on the war, plans for her city, views on the Old Kingdom, whatever will give you insight into how she’d view your vision of Sarddon before you tell her anything,” Serein said. “I should return in a week.” If I can get a list of more people who would oppose Sethos from Hasim, that might help add to the list of those Rameses could ally with. Especially those who won’t take Hasim’s death lightly.

“Who will be watching your wards while you’re gone?” he asked, looking up from the floor.

“Because of what happened with Rahim, Sethos feels it’d be best that Zeru and Abarron to spend time in the Tower of Secrets instead of being servants. They can still remain in my chambers, but I don’t know if Il-Makah will want to keep them close while I’m gone.” She worried the inside of her cheek at the thought of her children pinned under the sharp gaze of the spymaster. I’ve done all I can to prepare them, but they’re only children. They aren’t used to lying and keeping up a facade for long.

“I didn’t know that. Are you worried that they’ll be harmed there?”

“I don’t know, but Il-Makah will want to get as much information as he can from them about Duval and anything else he might find useful. If Sethos wants him to use more forceable measures, he’ll follow orders. Best case is that he’ll teach them some useful skills and maybe some Sarddonian.”

“I won’t let him or my father do anything to them while you’re gone, Serein.” She looked away from the space past Rameses she’d been staring at. “Rasima and I can keep an eye on them.”

“Your father also made it clear that the children should avoid Rasima and Rahim in the future,” she told him. “Best not to test his threats, not while things are so precarious.

Rameses frowned. “It will not be like this forever. Hopefully, one day we will both be able to breathe easy…” he muttered.

“Someday.” Once Sethos and Xansas are dead. And that day may come sooner if all the right pieces fall into place.

Clearing his throat, Rameses straightened. “When…might you see Zahra again?” he asked suddenly.

“What?” She shot him a confused look. “Why are you asking about her?” Why of all times would he bring up Eneca?

“I’m just curious how often you meet with her…and where.”

“I see her when I have time. Again, why do you ask?”

Rameses headed for his bedchamber and returned moments later with three thin books with worn covers. “When she brought your wards back, we had a chance to talk about some poetry works. I thought she might enjoy these and was wondering if you could give them to her next time you meet her,” he said, holding the books out to her.

She took the books. “Don’t forget the goal, Rameses. We can’t afford for you to lose focus because you’re catching feelings.” En’s charm has ensnared even him. Damned fool.

Head full of plans for tomorrow and thoughts from his rounds through the city, Uriah left the stables, rolling his shoulders to shift the tension lodged along his muscles. A breeze swept through the barracks and brushed the back of his sweaty neck. The late afternoon shadows stretched across the ground as the sun sank lower in the sky.

Firoz and I will have to continue bolstering the guard in the Tafall District, he thought, wiping the sweat from his face with a handkerchief. Too much unrest and too many riots happening. Not many rebels have been spotted or caught, but rumors keep spreading…

He stepped into the palace, preparing to head to his chambers, when he spotted Serein at the end of the corridor. She headed away from the Royal Wing, dark robes cutting through the palace’s pale interior. Uriah stopped, pulse jumping.

Serein slowed her pace. “Still lurking in the shadows watching women I see,” she said in Wendish, words cutting through the air.

He stiffened, not expecting the language to come out of her mouth. Hearing it for a few weeks helped ease the ache he often felt from being away from Wendale too long, but to hear it in Sarddon felt strange, though not unwelcome.

“I wasn’t lurking,” he finally said as he approached. “I just wasn’t expecting to see you here. After everything that happened yesterday, I didn’t think you’d want to be away from your wards.” The word felt strange on his tongue, almost forgetting the lie.

“They’re with Rizwana and Nala. She knows to keep the door locked until I return. I needed to talk to Rameses about something, but now I’m heading back to the tower,” she replied, casting him a glance over her shoulder.

When he caught up with her, she continued walking. The smell of jasmine wafted off Serein as Uriah fell in step with her quick pace.

“Is something on your mind?” Why is she speaking Wendish? Does she want to talk about something without being overheard? She speaks it well, but she does have an accent.

“I’m leaving tomorrow for a mission. Sethos has his eyes on my children, and I don’t know what he’ll do to them while I’m gone,” she whispered.

“Are things that bad after what happened with Rahim? I thought the Queen pardoned Astra,” he asked.

“Sethos wants them to be under the care of Il-Makah and his Jackals instead of the servants, which puts them in a more dangerous situation. He may not do anything now, but I feel it's only a matter of time before he eventually comes for them. And I can’t rule out that Xansas doesn’t have a spy within the Jackals.”

Serein’s gaze shifted to the servants coming from the library. A pocket of silence surrounded them until the servants were out of earshot.

“This the most dangerous place they can be, and there’s no one to blame but myself for bringing them here,” she went on.

“Would you have been happier to leave them behind again?”

“No, but I’d endure unhappiness if I knew they were safe.”

“I think you made the only choice you could. You deserve to be happy, even if it's for a moment with them,” Uriah said in a low voice, glancing down at her.

“That concept feels more out of reach as of late…” She looked to him, exhaustion shadowing her angular face. Her scars were like creases across tawny fabric. “If anything happens, take them to Rajiya and Baqir’s place. Find Eneca.”

Uriah slowed his pace, brow furrowing. “Why there? What could Rajiya do to help your children?” I didn’t think she knew them beyond that one time Rajiya patched up her wound. There’s something I’m missing that she’s not telling me. Are they involved in something?

“I trust them to get my children out of the city if needed. They are one of the few options I have.”

“Will you tell me how they’ll get them out of Oyon? Or how you’re connected to them?”

“It’s not for me to say. But they’re the same people you and Rameses know. They care about helping those in need.”

He mulled the words over, and realized with sinking suspicion that there was more to the older couple he thought he knew. “How long will you be gone?”

“A week at most if everything goes according to plan. I wasn’t given as much time to prepare. I have to get ready and drop off the children with Il-Makah in the morning.” Her mouth almost curled around the sentence as if it was something sour. Serein’s pace quickened as they neared the tower, gaze focused ahead.

“I’ll keep an eye on them as best I can,” Uriah began as she started up the stairs, “and if things look bad, I’ll take get out of the palace.”

“Even if it means going against the King?” she asked, stopping in the stairwell, turning back around. The quiet question came out with an edge of anticipation.

He felt the scar along his palm as she clenched his hand. “I’ll do whatever I can to uphold my oaths. I would…” His face warmed, but he kept his gaze on her. “I would do it for you.”

She nodded. Despite her hardened features, Uriah caught the tension loosening from her shoulders.

“You have my thanks, Uriah.”

The sound of his name made the warmth in his cheeks slip down into his chest. Serein continued up the stairs, and a torrent of words built up in his throat. Uriah moved to grab her wrist, but stopped before his fingers touched her. Serein looked back at him as her name hovered on his lips.

“Serein, that talk in the forest…” he started, afraid to move any closer. “I wanted to make sure that there’s no awkwardness between us. I meant what I said about wanting to know you better, that I want you to trust me.”

She blinked, her expression unreadable as she stared down at him. “What are you expecting to come out of this?” she asked.

“Nothing…I’m not saying this because I’m expecting anything from you. I just…I don’t want things to be tense between us.”

Serein gave him a hard stare. “I trust you more than when we first met, but it’s not easy to do so completely.”

The fluttering feeling in his chest tightened into shame. “I know I can’t undo how I treated you in the beginning. But I don’t see you how I did then. I want you to know that.”

“It’s not the past that makes me unable to fully trust you; it’s what might happen if your loyalty to king and country is tested. My children are the only ones I’m completely loyal to, and any threat to them will be dealt with.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to choose between,” he said.

“Even if you asked me to, I’d choose them every time. Everything else is a distraction I can’t afford,” she told him before continuing up the stairs.

Uriah remained where he stood, watching her leave as disappointment settled on his shoulders. Am I the distraction?

The sensation of Uriah’s fingers nearly touching her wrist lingered on Serein’s skin. She’d sensed him too close, her fingers itching to reach for her dagger, but she hadn’t. The almost-touch drew out memories of Xansas’ hands and his bladed smile, but Uriah’s awkward confidence disarmed her.

She shook off the prickling sensation as her eyes adjusted to the dimness of the stairwell, the sinking sunlight crawling in through the narrow windows. It’d be easier to leverage his feelings for my benefit. But…it means it’ll hurt him when I kill Sethos and leave…she thought. When did I start caring about what he and Rameses thought?

That’s what people with hearts do, and you know that those with hearts are likely to get stabbed in them, Xansas hissed, sending goosebumps along her skin.

Serein squeezed her eyes shut, trying to erase the white words from behind her eyelids. They slithered across the membrane and left behind their mocking tone. The cool stones of the walls grounded her as she opened her eyes again, reaching the second floor. At the far end, a figure in familiar robes headed for the other stairwell with a basket of linens resting on her hip.

Serein stopped, recognizing Rizwana’s familiar walk. “Rizwana? Why are you out here?” she asked as she crossed the hallway in quick strides.

The maidservant froze and whirled around, nearly dropping the basket. The white headscarf framed her round face.

“Oh, you scared me, Miss!” Rizwana exclaimed and lowered her head. “The children had an accident, so I went to fetch fresh sheets.”

Despite the accent and cadence of the voice, the lapis sound was tinged with purple like the beginning of a bruise. That isn’t the color of Rizwana’s voice.

The realization struck her like lightning. Serein grabbed the maidservant’s wrist, yanking her back from the stairs. The basket fell as she pinned the woman against the wall and drew one of her blades.

“W-what are you doing, Miss?!” the maidservant cried.

“Who are you?” Serein said through her teeth. She looks and almost sounds like Rizwana. Did she do something to her? The unsettling prickle moved up Serein’s spine again, and everything inside her screamed to run to her chamber. I need to get to Luca and Astra.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m Rizwana!”

Serein stared at the terrified features that were eerily similar to Rizwana’s, right down to the mole under her left eye. She gripped the woman’s face, the dagger held under her chin, and rubbed her thumb across the left cheek. The mole remained, but a thick layer of face paint came away on her fingers. Pale brown skin appeared beneath the darker layer. Serein rammed her knee into the woman’s stomach, sending her to her knees with a painful grunt. Her knee connected with thick padding before finding flesh.

A disguise. Probably enough to trick guards and those not really paying attention to the servants. She must be the one who’s been sneaking around and getting into my room. If she’s a Bone Viper, I don’t recognize her.

The fearful expression hardened, hazel eyes sharpening in the moonlight. “What gave me away?” the woman asked, more purple seeping through the blue as her tone changed, the disguise falling.

“Your voice.” She knew how to match her voice, but couldn’t do it perfectly. And the fact that Rizwana was given orders not to leave my room until I return. Serein pressed the dagger deeper against the woman’s skin. “Why were you heading to my chambers? Who are you going to meet? Answer me, or I’ll remove every inch of your skin so no one will be able to recognize you.”

Muscles tensing, the woman shifted, and a needle-like blade slipped into her hand. She kicked out at Serein and aimed the weapon at her ribs. Serein dodged the blade, grabbed the woman’s wrist, and twisted it behind her back until the weapon clattered to the ground. She slammed the maidservant against the wall and yanked the headscarf off her head. Serein tied the callused hands together, the fabric cutting into the woman’s skin.

“Is Xansas in the palace?” Serein asked. She must know the guards’ rotations if she was able to get here without anyone questioning why Rizwana was going up the stairs a second time without coming down. Or the guards don’t pay that much attention. Could one of them be working for Xansas? Was she sent here to hurt my children?

The strained breathing answered, stoking her anger. Serein dug the dagger into the woman’s shoulder, and she winced as the fabric tore and the blade cut her skin. Serein pulled away the fabric but didn’t see the outline of a snake brand where it should have been. Still the knot of worry continued to twist in her gut.

Serein twisted the dagger deeper, dark blood seeping through the pale robes. “Where is he? How long have you been spying on me?” she went on. No brand. Either she’s new, or this is someone else he’s brought in to help kill Sethos.

The woman’s eyes narrowed at Serein, the side of her face pressed against the wall. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she gasped.

Removing the dagger from the woman’s shoulder, Serein slammed her to the ground. She pinned the assassin down, jabbing the dagger into her right thigh. The woman stifled a scream as she writhed.

“Lying to me won’t end well.” The hot anger rose in Serein’s chest, grasping her ribcage with its claws. “What did Xansas send you here to do?”

Gasping, the woman’s groans turned into a strangled laugh. “Seems you really have become the King’s pet, Grinning Assassin. The White Snake sends his regards, and he’ll see you soon,” she wheezed.

The woman closed her mouth, face contorting as a squelching noise mixed with a muffled scream. Her jaw worked and blood dripped past her lips while tears ran down her cheeks. White foam dripped out the corners of her mouth. Serein released her blade, trying to pry the spy’s jaws open as she convulsed on the floor.

Damnit! She bit through her own tongue to keep from speaking, and used poison to finish the job.

“Serein?!” The green shout cut through the blood roaring through her ears.

Fingers slick with blood and saliva, Serein managed to open the spy’s mouth. A ruined tongue wriggled through the spurting red and gagging. Warm droplets splattered Serein’s face. The severed chunk was caught in the woman’s cheek while a sickly sweet smell mixed with the iron stench of blood. The convulsions slowed and the woman’s eyes rolled back in her head.

Serein cursed. I have no answers, and now Xansas knows my children are here, she thought, listening to the purple-colored gasps growing fainter.

A strong hand gripped her shoulder, and she whirled around to find Uriah behind her. His wide eyes stared down at the dying woman and the blood streaked across Serein’s skin. He had reached for his sword, the blade half-drawn.

“What happened here?” he asked. “Are you hurt?”

Serein felt the woman give one last shuddering breath before dying. She stood, her bloody hands shaking.

“Xansas knows.”
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The quill scratched across the paper, the amber-orange curls following the inky marks. Dried blood flaked off Serein’s clenched hands as she and Uriah stood in the Tower of Secrets. She had gone to the tower in a daze, the fear inside her urging her to grab her children and flee. But the blood on her hands kept her from going to them, Uriah’s quiet presence oddly comforting the whole walk on the way to the Jackals.

Il-Makah finished writing his note and sealed it with a drop of white wax before handing it off to a masked Jackal behind him. A group had been sent to take care of the body, while word was being sent to Sethos.

The spymaster’s hazel eyes flicked to Serein, and the candle flame next to him shifted. “This is very concerning, Serein. Spies in the palace and not my own,” he said, glittering obsidian collecting on his folded hands. “You weren’t able to glean anything from her before she died?”

“No,” Serein told him. I don’t how she got another key to my chambers, but she could have been heading there to harm them or kidnap them. She had no other poison on her, just the two blades, she thought, the weight of the second key tucked into the hidden pocket in the waist of her trousers.

“Very disappointing. And you suspect that she’s working with Xansas? Why? We found no mark on her that ties her to the Bone Vipers.”

“The weapons she had on her and the skills she employed were similar to what I was taught when I was with them. She also told me that the White Snake sent his regards.”

Il-Makah nodded, and Bal glided down from his open cage in the corner to land on the table. The white raven tried to steal the quill, but the spymaster distracted him with a piece of dried fruit. His gaze landed on her bloodied hands.

“So why did she target you and disguise herself as your maidservant? You said she was heading to your chamber when you found her.”

“Xansas knows I betrayed him. He’ll try to weaken Sethos however he can before making his move to kill him. If he can take me out, that’s one less obstacle. The woman might have been sent to keep an eye on my movements and possibly kill me tonight,” Serein answered, head still hazy. Xansas knows about Luca and Astra, so he might try to come for them while I’m gone, and I won’t be able to stop him.

Her stomach clenched at the thought. There was no locked door or place in the palace where they’d be safe, and they couldn’t be watched all hours of the day without raising suspicion. She could see Xansas’ pale hands reaching for them to take them away while she stood in the Tower of Secrets.

“And you didn’t witness any of this, Captain Stormheir?” Il-Makah went on, gaze shifting up.

“No,” Uriah replied, the heavy green word falling onto the table. “I only arrived when I heard shouting and found Serein and the woman.”

“This doesn’t bode well, especially with the fact that you’ll be gone tomorrow,” Il-Makah went on.

“Should someone else go to take care of Hasim instead?” Serein asked. She felt Uriah’s gaze snap to her. If he dies, Rameses will have one less ally and possibly spiral. But if I stay, I know Luca and Astra will be safer.

Il-Makah shook his head, stroking Bal’s feathers. “No. Everything needs to appear normal while we sort this out. We’ll see what other rats go scurrying once word spreads. I had hoped to retire for the night, but it seems I’ll need to brew myself a strong cup of tea to keep alert.”

“The fact that the spy knew the guards’ rotations and looked enough like Rizwana to fool them is unsettling,” Serein said. “I don’t believe there’s just one in the palace, and not knowing who that is doesn’t sit well with me.”

“Hm, it is worrying. But this isn’t the first time an assassin has tried to get into the palace. They may think we aren’t aware, but there are always ears listening.”

And how long will it be before those ears hear what Rameses and I are planning? Or perhaps they already know and Il-Makah’s biding his time before he puts an end to it.

The spymaster leaned back on his cushion a bit. “If you’re concerned about Xansas going for the children, it might be best for them to stay in the tower while you’re gone,” he said and the corners of his eyes crinkled.

Serein held his gaze, testing the obsidian words. “Your offer is too kind. I wouldn’t want them to inconvenience you,” she told him. Another trap of words. If I outright refuse, it’ll be suspicious, but to have more eyes on them will make things harder. And if Il-Makah finds out who they really are…

“It’d be no trouble. Inga would be happy to have company in her chamber. If Xansas is truly after you, he’ll probably target anyone close to you to send a message. It’d be a shame if anything happened to two so innocent and young,” he said.

Inga appeared from the back room with a tray of tea. The spymaster let out a content sigh as she set the cup down in front of him.

“That’d be the best course to take.” Serein kept her breathing steady, realizing the trap she walked into. It might be best for now since I have no other options. “Do you still need me tonight?”

“No.” Il-Makah lifted the cup of tea to his nose, the steam wrapping around his face. “You should get some rest and a chance to wash the blood from your hands. I’ll let you know if anything changes.” He turned to Uriah. “I trust your discretion in this matter, Captain.”

“Of course, Spymaster,” Uriah replied.

Serein felt Il-Makah’s eyes on her as she left the chamber. Another misstep. Luca and Astra are already vulnerable, but now they’ll be watched like bait. There’s nothing I can do now to stop the Jackals from hanging around them. And when I return, it may be too late to escape and get them to safety.

“Are you alright?” Uriah’s quiet voice brushed against her, reminding her of his presence.

She blinked, realizing they had reached the bottom of the tower. “No. He sent a spy to my chambers, knowing Rizwana would be there with the children. I have no doubt she was going to kill Rizwana and take them.” The words lodged in her throat, barbed and painful. “If I hadn’t have found her when I did…” She had only gotten to the tower a short while before I did. Someone must have known I wasn’t there, which means there’s more than just that spy.

“You stopped her though,” Uriah told her.

“But I didn’t gain any new information from her before she died. He still won and has made it clear there’s nothing I can do to stop him from striking again.”

“How did you know that the spy wasn’t Rizwana? She looked almost exactly like her.”

“The color of her voice was wrong. She tried to sound like Rizwana but something in her voice was the wrong shade.”

“What color is Rizwana’s voice?” Uriah asked, glancing down at her.

“A lapis color. This woman had a similar color but there was more purple in it, almost like a bruise,” she replied. 

“How does it work, being able to tell the color of a sound? Does the sound change depending on loudness or tone?” She rolled her eyes with a sigh. “I’m sorry. I’ve never heard of sounds having color or anyone who could see sounds, so I just want to understand it better.”

“There’s really no way that it ‘works.’ It just is. Tone or loudness doesn’t really affect the shade or color. It can change the texture of it. I don’t quite know how to explain it. What I do know is if I can hear it, it has a color.” I don’t think I’ve explained it to another person besides Eneca before. “I’m sure it makes me sound insane.”

“I don’t think it does. It sounds like it’s useful, like it was tonight. I’m sure it helps you be an effective assassin by recognizing the color of a voice.” He looked away from her, jaw tightening. “Is Oyon overwhelming for you with all the sounds?”

“Yes. It’s like a canvas with too many paints spilled across it.”

Serein headed for the nearest riad where a small fountain burbled. She plunged her hands into the cool water, trying to scrub the blood from her hands. Dark crescents remained under her nails and along the nail beds as red dissolved in the water. She dug into the stubborn spots, biting the inside of her cheek.

Uriah’s reflection appeared in the water, and she looked up to find him holding out a folded handkerchief. “It’s not the cleanest,” he muttered and gestured to her face. “You still have some blood on your…”

She took the cloth and soaked it in the fountain, dabbing her cheeks. The nightjars left red streaks in the night air as they called out from the trees in the riad.

I was only a few minutes behind the spy because I was talking with him. Distracted.

“What color is the fountain water?” Uriah asked, green encroaching on the edges of her vision.”

“Like purple glass. Are you going to ask me what every sound looks like?” she shot back.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

Droplets ran down her face as she scrubbed away the last traces of blood. She stared into the water, her face distorted in the opaque-purple ripples. Despite removing the red, she could still feel it staining her skin.

“Xansas will be stopped before he does anything,” Uriah said, shifting beside her.

“You keep saying that. How can you remain so confident after all the dead-ends and now this?” she asked, leaning against the stone lip of the fountain. Her wet fingers dug into the carved reliefs.

“Because you’re the only person I know who’s gone up against him and lived. No matter how much he’s hurt you, you’re still standing. No one knows him better than you do, even if we haven’t found out where he’s hiding yet. There’s no one better suited to hunting him down and stopping him than you, Serein.”

Her breath hitched in her throat, his words threatening to break open something inside her. Swallowing, she straightened, realizing he stood closer than before. Her skin prickled, and she handed the handkerchief back to him.

Perhaps Xansas’ blind obsession with getting me back is his weakness. But using myself as bait carries heavier consequences if I fail…Tonight though shows that he’s impatient, resorting to more force.

“He won’t get to them while you’re gone. Security will be tightened after tonight.”

“More security won’t stop those who are already inside the palace. If he’s getting impatient by going after the children so soon, then it means he might slip up soon. Xansas might not do anything to them until I return if he means to send me a message.”

Uriah folded the damp cloth in his hand. “Then we’ll be ready for him when you get back.”

Serein nodded and dried her hands on her trousers, leaving without a word for her tower. Her body remained tensed as she climbed the stairs, half-expecting another spy to jump out of the shadows. A dark stain on the ground was all that remained of the woman, the body already carried off by the Jackals.

I wonder how many other bodies are disposed of and have vanished without a trace inside this place.

The iron smell still clung to her nose as she unlocked the door to her chambers with the spy’s key, already knowing it would work. Luca and Astra sat around the table, dressed in their nightclothes, while Rizwana embroidered a square of fabric. The glow of the lantern beside them cast their faces in a warm light. Nala was stretched out on her back on the majlis by the window.

Serein exhaled, relief flooding through her. Luca and Astra looked up at her and abandoned their sewing to greet her. They wrapped their arms around her as she shut the door.

“What are you both still doing up? I expected you to be in bed already,” she said quietly as she bent down to kiss the tops of their heads. The smell of jasmine and citrus wafted off their still damp hair.

“We wanted to stay up until you got back,” Astra said, sunset-orange voice stifled by a yawn.

“Why are you back so late?” Luca’s sky-blue question fell onto Serein’s hands as she squeezed his.

“I’m sorry. I had to take care of something. Why don’t you get into bed, and I’ll come tell you a story?”

Astra and Luca raced to the bed chamber, talking excitedly. Nala woke up, rolling off the seating area and following the twins. Rizwana slipped her work into her apron, rising from the cushions.

“We were beginning to worry why you weren’t back yet, Miss,” Rizwana said, her lapis-colored voice the same as it always was. “If you don’t need anything else from me, I’ll be heading down.”

“I ran into some trouble.” Serein held out the spy’s key. “There was a spy disguised as you heading for my room. She had a key to this room. I suspect she was working with Xansas.”

Rizwana paled. “Saints! Disguised as me? How?”

“Makeup and padding beneath the servants robes to have the same shape. She had the same face shape and mole as you. It’s possible that she has been impersonating other servants to move about unseen.”

“There have been a handful of new maidservants in the palace over the past several months, but none seemed suspicious to me or looked like me.” Rizwana’s brow furrowed and she chewed on her lower lip. “Was she coming here to harm the children or set a trap for you?”

“I believe she was. Xansas would have tried to use Zeru and Abarron as leverage.”

“You say ‘was’. What happened to her?”

“She killed herself before I could get any answers,” Serein said, words clipped. “The Golden Jackals will be interrogating everyone in the palace soon. They’ll most likely talk to you first.”

“What should I tell them? I don’t know anything about them or who the spy was,” Rizwana whispered, wringing her hands together.

“Be honest and calm. You can tell them that I suspected someone might be in the palace, but I didn’t know who it was until tonight. Let me know if you notice any servants who don’t return to work in the following days.”

“Are you worried that Xansas will try coming for you and the children again?”

“Yes, but there’s nothing I can do while I’m gone. As much as I dislike the idea, Luca and Astra will be safer for now in the Tower of Secrets. Once I’m back, they’ll be allowed to stay in my chambers when they’re not with Il-Makah,” Serein said, setting the spy’s key on the table with a faint orange clunk. “Thank you for staying later…I shudder to think what would have happened if you weren’t here or if I hadn’t stopped the spy in time.”

“I would have protected them as if they were my own,” Rizwana replied, casting a glance at the bed chamber. “Will you be leaving in the morning still?”

“Yes. I’ll be leaving the children with Il-Makah before I leave.”

“Let me know if you need anything else of me before you depart, Miss.”

“I will.” Serein kicked off her shoes and doused the lantern. “I won’t keep you any longer.”

Rizwana nodded and shuffled out of the chamber, the door closing softly behind her. The tension released from Serein’s shoulders as she locked the door. Luca and Astra waited on the bed, the covers pulled up to their chins while Nala cleaned her paws at their feet. Serein climbed into bed next to them and sank against the pillows.

“What were you talking to Rizwana about?” Astra asked.

“I was reminding her to check on you both when she can while I’m gone,” Serein replied. “You’ll be staying with Il-Makah in the Tower of Secrets for the week until I return.”

“Why do you have to go?” Luca muttered with a yawn.

“And why do we have to stay with the bald man?” Astra added. “You said not to trust him.”

“I told you that I have work I need to do for the king. I would rather stay here with you both, and I’ll miss you every day I’m gone. You’ll be safe with the Spymaster if you remember what I told you. If you tell him everything I told you to say, you’ll both be fine. He can’t learn the truth.”

“Why do you work for the bad guy?” Astra asked.

Serein let out a heavy sigh. “Sometimes people have to do things they don’t want to do to survive. To gain my freedom, I have to work for him.”

“Did you do something bad?” Astra asked. “Do you still do bad things?”

The burnt orange words stopped her. You can’t hide who you are from them forever, the white voice hissed. What will they think of you when they find out the truth?

“I do what the King asks me to do, and some of those things I’m not proud of. You know I was imprisoned for a few years, but Rameses got me out. It means I owed him a debt, and this was the price,” Serein told them gently. I don’t know how to tell them the truth. They aren’t ready for it…

“But what kind of things do you do for the King? Does that mean Rameses is a bad person?” Astra pressed.

“No, Rameses isn’t a bad person. When we leave this place, I’ll tell you both everything. Know that I’ll do anything to keep you both safe and that I love you both more than you can imagine.” Serein leaned down and kissed their foreheads, pulling them closer. “Now, let me tell you a story about Yestarë and Malinalda.”
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Uriah looked across the streets of Oyon, people parting as he rode Tân through the Copper District. The early morning patrol hadn’t yielded anything new about where Xansas or Mayte were, and news of the spy had already spread amongst the guardsmen. Tension hung throughout the palace, and the number of guards had increased around every point of ingress as they searched for more spies.

His sleep had been shadowed by the fear on Serein’s face when he’d found her crouched over the dying woman, her hands and face bloodied. Unlike previous dreams where he’d run from her viscera-cloaked visage, he tried to reach her but couldn’t. It left a heavy sense of dread hanging over him when he awoke. When he’d gone to saddle up Tân, he had half-hoped to find her in the stables, but the stablemaster had said she’d left before the sun rose.

If Xansas knows about Luca and Astra, then he’s probably back in Oyon, or at least close enough to receive word and issue orders quickly, Uriah thought. Hopefully, that means that we’re getting closer to ending this.

Gulls cried overhead, shaking Uriah from his thoughts, and he found himself passing through Rajiya and Baqir’s neighborhood. Their house sat on the top of the slope, the lemon tree towering over the other plants on the roof. Baqir’s silver head was bent over one of the fruit bushes as he moved across the top of his house.

Why would Serein want to send her children to Baqir and Rajiya? A retired healer and former archivist shouldn’t be of any interest to her. What are they hiding? If I ask them for the truth, what will happen? Whatever they’re involved in can’t be that dangerous or Serein wouldn’t bring her children here.

Pulling on Tân’s reins, he stopped the horse and dismounted. He tied her to a post outside the house and knocked on the door. The conversations inside quieted and a moment later Rajiya opened the door.

“Uriah! What a surprise!” she exclaimed, pulling him close and kissing his cheeks. She cupped his face and smiled. “You look like the heat’s getting to you. Come in. I’ll get you some tea.”

“I don’t want to impose,” he said as she ushered him in. The smell of mint, rose, and baked bread wrapped around him.

“You never are. Rameses is already here.”

“What?”

In the sitting area, Rameses lounged back on the green and yellow cushions, sipping tea. Uriah sighed under his breath as he sat down across from his friend. A sprig of mint floated below the thick layer of foam in his tea. Rameses was dressed in a plain rida’ and sirwal, a tan turban wrapped around his head.

“Fancy seeing you here, Uriah,” Rameses said. He flashed a smile as he tore off a piece of msemen bread drizzled in honey and butter. “Could you smell the tea from outside?”

“How long have you been here?” Uriah asked as he removed his cloak and sat down. He leaned in closer and added in a whisper, “Did you come here alone? You know the streets still aren’t safe.” Does he know about the spy last night? Moreover, how did he manage to slip out of the palace with all the additional guards?

Rameses chewed on the bread, his relaxed expression giving no indication that he knew of the previous night’s events. “I arrived about a half hour ago. Ilderim is in the alley across the street,” he said in a low voice.

Uriah leaned back with a sigh. “Seems you do have some sense.”

“I’m finally gaining that wisdom my mother has been praying for since I was born.”

Rajiya came over and held the brass kettle high over Uriah’s cup, pouring out the amber liquid and leaving a thick layer of foam at the top without spilling a drop. “I’m almost done with the lamb kefta and tomato salad. Do you want anything else?” she asked Uriah.

“No, this is enough.” Uriah watched Rajiya leave, looking for an opportunity to speak with her. I wasn’t expecting Rameses to be here. If I can get Rajiya alone and ask her directly, maybe I can get some answers without spooking her.

“What are you doing here, sadiqi?” Rameses asked. “I thought you had your rounds.”

“I finished with the morning ones and was heading back to the palace. It was getting a bit too hot, and I was in the area, so I thought I’d stop by. We didn’t get to visit them like we talked about because…of what happened with Rahim.”

“It’s certainly been an eventful week already…That and the spy in the palace. There have been too many attacks too close to home.”

“So, you know about that already.”

Rameses nodded, his expression darkening a bit. “Ilderim told me. And I noticed more guards in the palace than usual,” he muttered. “Made slipping out difficult. I had wanted to talk to Serein about it before she left, but I didn’t find her in time.”

“Why did you come here?”

“I need to talk to Sabah about something important, and I don’t know if it’s the right decision. If I talk to her and she…doesn’t have the same opinions as me, it could ruin things. I wanted to talk to Serein more about it, but it’s becoming harder to find places to talk without raising questions.”

Uriah glanced at the kitchen. Rajiya hummed with her back to them. Is he trying to get Sabah to agree to overthrowing his father? If Rameses is this worried, he and Serein must be planning to do something soon. They wouldn’t move against Sethos without telling me first…

“I shouldn’t tell you much more. I don’t want to put you in a difficult position,” Rameses went on.

“…I don’t mind you telling me. I’m thinking it’s probably time I know more about what’s going on so I can help you and Serein.”

Rameses’ eyes widened. “Why the sudden change in heart?”

Uriah’s gaze dropped to his tea. “With all the attacks and the tension in the city, I’m worried about your safety. Serein has been taking more risks and keeps getting hurt. If I can do something to help, I want to do what I can,” he said.

Rameses studied him, stroking his beard as he leaned against the table. “I’m honored to have your help. However, there’s another reason, isn’t there? I’ve known you too long not to recognize when something is different.”

“There have been some things that I’ve begun to question…” Uriah’s hands clenched in his lap. “I’ve begun to wonder about what I’ve fought and killed for.” Do I even deserve my title or to wear this armor? Was everything I did worthless?

“You did what you thought was right. We were all misled.” Rameses took a sip of tea, and the weight on Uriah’s shoulders grew heavier. “Has Serein been the one to change your mind?”

Uriah shifted on the cushion, glancing at the scar on his palm. “Ever since we met, she’s been challenging everything I’ve stood for. She somehow managed to exacerbate these doubts and now I can’t stop hearing them and questioning things. It’s frustrating.” He paused and added quietly, “She’s frustrating.”

“That’s just like Serein.” Rameses gave him a tilted grin as he licked the foam from his upper lip. The smell of cooked lamb and dill filled the house. “But you two have been spending a lot of time together, and I’ve noticed the way you look at her. The last time you stared at a woman like that was Safiya.”

Heat rose along Uriah’s neck, and his words faltered for a moment. “I told you that it’s not like that…”

“Classic denial. I’ve read many books, and you fit the reluctant love interest. Although I think Serein would fit that role better. Having two reluctant people makes for a frustrating story.”

“This isn’t like one of your romance novels,” Uriah said as the heat continued to creep into his cheeks. I shouldn’t have said anything. When I told him about Safiya, he did everything he could to make sure we ended up alone a lot and kept suggesting romantic gestures I could do for her. He’s probably going to try and do the same thing with Serein…but she’s not like Safiya.

Rameses raised an eyebrow and fixed him with a knowing look. “I remember that you were the one sat by her bedside when she was injured by Fang. Back then, I don’t think you realized what was happening, but now I’m very curious to know what it is about her that you’re drawn to. If you need any suggestions on wooing, I can certainly help. I think you two are better for each other than you realize, sadiqi. Have you told her how you feel?”

Uriah swallowed, the sweetness of the tea unable to mask the bitter shame rising up. “I…apologized for how I treated her when we first met and the rest kind of spilled out. I wanted to clear the air between us and set things right. She’s been acting strange since the fight with Fang, and I thought she might still resent me. When I talked to her last night, she said anything more would be a…distraction.” A grin spread across Rameses’ face. “Why are you smiling like that?”

“Calling you or a deeper relationship with you a distraction means she’s thought about what it would look like. Is it possible she might feel the same way toward you, even if she isn’t willing to admit it? Perhaps she’s afraid of being vulnerable with you. However, when I see her with you, she seems calmer.”

“I doubt it. There’s no reason for her to like a man like me,” Uriah mumbled. The thought seemed impossible, but he couldn’t shake the slight longing for the possibility. Serein doesn’t have eyes for anyone other than her children, not while Xansas is still a threat and she’s sneaking around for Rameses.

“Don’t sell yourself short, Uriah. Any woman would be lucky to have a man like you. You’re honest, dependable, a loyal friend, and not bad to look at,” Rameses told him. “Give it time. Perhaps when things are calmer, her feelings might soften.”

Uriah went to open his mouth when Rajiya came over with a platter of lamb kefta on a bed of hummus, arugula, and slivers of preserved lemon.

“What are you two whispering about over here?” she asked as she set the food down in front of them.

“Uriah seems to have caught feelings for a woman but doesn’t want to admit it,” Rameses replied with his usual smile.

Uriah sat there, face red and mouth dry. “It’s not⁠—”

Rajiya’s eyes lit up, and she refilled Rameses’ glass. “Bless the Saints, I’ve been hoping this would happen. I remember how heartbroken you were over Safiya. No need to look so embarrassed. Why don’t you tell me all about it?” Uriah shot Rameses a hard look as Rajiya moved around them, but his friend only winked. “Who is the one who’s caught your eye? If it’s someone I know, Baqir and I can put in a good word for you.”

“Do you remember the woman I came here with last year? The one with the scars? Serein.” Rameses asked and reached for more bread, filling his plate with food.

Rajiya’s smile faltered, and Uriah caught the faint flash of fear in her eyes as she straightened.

“I’ve heard dangerous rumors about that woman. She serves the Malik, doesn’t she? You both keep strange company with a person like that.” The older woman’s gaze darted to Rameses. “How do you know her again?”

She’s had some sort of interaction with Serein since the time we came to get her patched up after her fight with Mayte. Rajiya’s afraid of her. Serein wouldn’t have threatened or blackmailed them, would she? What am I missing? Uriah tamped down his questions, waiting for the right time.

“She was new to Oyon and needed a guide,” Rameses said. “We have some good conversations about philosophical topics, but Uriah knows her better since they work in the palace. There’s more to her than meets the eye.”

“Well, if you and Uriah trust her, then perhaps she’s not as bad as she seems.” Rajiya moved to the door to get Baqir. “But I’d be careful of a woman like her, Uriah. She’s likely to break your heart without a second thought.”
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Rameses stared at the emerald sitting in the golden lion’s mouth as he turned the ring around his knuckle. His conversation with Uriah at Rajiya and Baqir’s house had offered some relief but the looming worry about Serein faking Hasim’s death and how to ask Sabah to commit treason kept crashing against whatever calm he built up.

Things are moving too fast. We’re not ready. I’m…not ready, he thought. And if Sabah says no and decides to call everything off…then what?

“Rameses?”

He looked up at Sabah walking beside him, remembering that they were in the palace gardens with their guards. “I am sorry, Sabah,” Rameses said, clearing his throat. “It seems I lost track of my thoughts. Were you saying something?”

Sabah sighed, a veil of disappointment falling over her face. “I was asking what you thought of the book I recommended to you the other day,” she said.

He remembered the last part of their conversation before his thoughts had swept him away. “Oh, yes. Something you said made me think of another thing. I really enjoyed the prose. It was a little dry in the beginning, but it picked up. I liked how Mansaka wrote Rawiya.”

“Is that it? That isn’t as detailed of a response as you usually give. What’s distracting you?”

Rameses stared out over the gardens. Serein’s words of warnings filled him with the sense that they were being watched by unseen eyes.

“Let’s go sit by the fountain a moment. Today is a little hotter than I expected.”

They headed toward a pink marble fountain shaded by an almond tree. A black and gold mosaic of stars and moons encircled the ground around it. The water burbled over the carved stone flowers in glittering streams. Rameses sat down on the edge of the fountain and dipped his hand in the water, dabbing his face and neck. Sabah smoothed out the skirts of her blue abaya as she sat next to him. Sayid and I’timad stood by the circular wall of white flowering bushes.

“Do you enjoy leading your city?” Rameses asked.

“I do. I learned a lot from my father before he passed, and even more from my mother,” she replied, tilting her head to the side a little. “It’s challenging at times, but I think that’s part of what makes it rewarding. It reminds me of a child. You love it even though it may not always love you back, but you still care for it regardless.”

He cracked a smile. “That’s a good analogy. I have not thought of Oyon quite like that, but I will now.”

“I won’t compare the hardships of being a governor to that of being an amir or a malik. I’m sure you will have a different weight to bear ruling a whole kingdom.”

“Yes, so I have been told. It’s a weight I’m not eager to take on.” Saints, I wish it was years away instead of months…

Sabah fixed him with a thoughtful stare. “An amir who is reluctant to take the throne. That’s something almost unheard of.”

“There are several stories that have characters like that who are reluctant to seek power. A reluctant hero of sorts.”

“And what about responsibility?”

“Depends on what the responsibility entails.” The stone was warm beneath his hands as he gripped the edge of the fountain. “Often, it’s taking on the problems and weight of the regime that came before. There’s a pressure to either change or maintain what the previous throne established.”

“Is that why you seem reluctant to take your father’s place? Because you’ll possibly inherit a war or an empire?”

Rameses chuckled. “Empire is a stretch,” he said. But if my father is aiming for the northern continent, then that’s a possibility…Has that been his plan all along? “But yes. I am not as skilled in the art of war as my father would like. It’s very different than an archery competition. If I’m being honest, I never understood the point of war nor had the stomach for it.”

“You’re one for negotiations instead of swinging a sword.” Sabah dipped her hand into the fountain’s water, gently moving her fingers in circles. “A philosopher prince who prefers to write poetry than fight.”

“My poetry would hardly keep countries from warring. I have always believed that people’s differences can be settled with enough conversation. Each just has to be willing to listen and choose to set aside their own opinions to achieve reconciliation.”

“I’d heard you were an idealist. It’s strange to hear such a thing from you.”

Rameses straightened on the edge of the fountain. “Why do you say that?”

“After what happened to your uncle and his family, I would have assumed that you would see the necessity of the war,” she told him and withdrew her hand from the water, shaking the droplets off.

“I don’t see defending ourselves and going to war as the same thing. What could have been solved in a few months escalated into sixteen years of warfare and countless lives lost,” he muttered. “Any life lost is a tragedy, but how many need to die before the scales are balanced?”

“As someone who deals with your city’s finances, you can’t disagree that Oyon and the rest of Sarddon have profited from the war.”

“Yes, and historically war is profitable, but it’s not sustainable. The money only comes in as long as there is a conflict going on. When that’s gone, revenue dries up, and what a country relied on becomes their downfall.”

Rameses waved his hand through the air as he spoke, pretending to be interested in the gulls flying over the palace wall, but he scanned the area for anyone lingering too long.

“On the surface,” he went on, “it seems like Sarddon is prosperous due to the war, but the absence of magic has affected the weather, which impacts the crops and makes the desert more inhospitable. Less crops means we need to import more supplies to feed the troops and our people. Taxes get increased and that strain takes a toll on the citizens. That’s the simplified version of it, but I’m sure you know how it goes with your city.”

Sabah remained silent, legs crossed and hands resting on her knee. Her sharp eyes studied his face, reminding him of Serein.

Ending the war would mean a loss of profits for her city, and if that’s her mindset, I won’t be able to convince her to work with me against my father, he thought, palms growing sweaty. “I apologize for my boring ramble.”

“It wasn’t boring, sayyidi. You’re right. War is a lucrative business but isn’t a sustainable long-term solution. My father had plans to handle the flux of the economy when the war ended to minimize the effects, but he had always assumed the war wouldn’t last for more than a few years,” Sabah said. “I remember his stories about our city before the war and my memories of it are hazy.”

“I know the feeling.” Rameses turned to face her and asked, “If you could end the war, would you?”

Her demeanor changed, growing serious. “That is a…complicated question to ask.”

“I’m always intrigued by complicated questions. Perhaps we can⁠—”

“Akhun!”

Rasima appeared past the bushes with her wali, racing in his direction. Her cheeks were red and locks of hair stuck to her forehead. Rameses stood and smiled at her.

“You look like you’re in a hurry, Rasi,” he said. “Is everything alright?”

“I’m fine. I want to show you something,” she gasped.

“Is it something that could wait? I’m talking with Sabah at the moment.” Sabah may not want to talk about the war here, but I sense she might be more willing to in a better place not out in the open. I don’t want to miss the moment.

Rasima gave him an imploring look as she stopped to catch her breath. “It’s something you will find interesting.”

“It’s alright, Rameses,” Sabah told him as she rose to her feet, smoothing her skirts. “Rasima has something important to show you, and I wouldn’t want to delay that. I think I’m due to attend a dress fitting with my mother soon anyway.”

“Perhaps we can talk another time. I’d enjoy hearing your thoughts and would like to discuss the plans your father had for your city,” Rameses said. She gave a thin smile, inclined her head, and walked away. He turned to Rasima. “Alright, Rasi, show me this thing you ran all the way here for.”

Rasima took his arm and began dragging him to the center of the palace gardens. He tried to guess what she was leading him to the farther they moved into the labyrinth of greenery. His sister took him down the path leading to the archery training area.

“Why are we coming here, Rasi?” he asked her.

“You’ll see.”

They walked through the tunnel of twisted olive trees, dappled light falling across the path. Rasima led him to the circular space tucked in the copse of trees and trellises. The archery space was empty, the six targets in their usual spot.

“I still don’t see what you want to show me.”

Rasima let go of his arm and pointed to the middle target. “Look.” His gaze followed her finger, seeing the single arrow stuck in the middle ring. “I came here a little bit ago because I was frustrated with Umm. I picked up the bow and just fired, and I hit the middle on the first shot.” Her voice bubbled with excitement.

Rameses approached the arrow, plucking it from the straw target. “Very impressive. At this rate, you will become a better archer than me, and I won’t have much left to teach you.” He smiled at her and picked up the abandoned training bow. “But let’s see if you can shoot the target’s center when you’re not taking your anger out on it.”
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Serein watched Hasim’s manor through her spyglass, hidden in the rocky cliffside overlooking the Alwadi Valley. Grassy fields stretched out below in swaths of green, and dozens of horses dotted the plains. The shadows grew longer as the sun lumbered behind the clouds. The two, large multi-tiered sandstone stables near the pastures turned rosy under the sinking sunlight.

Thirty servants, thirty guards. Forty stablehands. The guards are mostly there to protect the horses, but I wonder how many of them are told to look the other way while the rebels steal a few, she thought as the purple wind hit her. This pasture is the one that loses the most horses compared to Hasim’s other estates. My contact Imran should be here by nightfall to take Hasim and his daughter away unseen and give me decoy bodies.

She lowered the spyglass and studied the map of the manor house Il-Makah had provided her. For three days, she’d watched the estate, tracking the movements of the stablehands and the household servants. The governor didn’t venture into the city, preferring to stay in his garden with his daughter and visit the horse herds. Hasim’s sons remained in the city and hadn’t been to their father’s estate in the time Serein sat observing the manor.

The Jackal working inside the manor will be a problem. She knows I’m coming, but I’ll have to deal with her before I can fake Hasim’s death. The servant’s door is supposed to be left unlocked for me. I could always kill her and stage an accident, but it’s risky and messy.

Serein returned to the cave where Liqen was hidden. The horse greeted her with a chuff, bits of oats dropping from her mouth. Serein rubbed her nose, putting the map back into the pouch around her belt. Liqen could smell the other horses and kept lifting her head in the air and raising her upper lip.

“So many new smells for you. Rameses never said if you came from this herd or not, but maybe some of your family is out there,” Serein muttered. “I’ll do my best not to spook them.”

She picked up her weapons off her sleeping roll and sat down on a boulder to inspect them. Unsheathing the blade, her reflection stared back at her from the blade of the curved khanjar. The dark striations of the steel overlapped with her scars.

Serein tried to separate the looming job from the thoughts about her children, but Luca and Astra slipped into the present. They ran through the halls of Hasim’s manor she mapped out, and she saw them watching her drag the two corpses out into the pastures to be discovered in the morning. The horror and fear in their soft faces broke her as they looked at her as if she were a red-painted monster. Their expressions made every scar hurt.

She closed her eyes, but the shame broke though the cold rationality she’d built around herself. It’s all for them. The sooner I finish this and get Rameses on the throne, the sooner I can take them home…

The lime green steps of the maid faded down the hall. Serein counted down seconds while she hid in the kitchen. Twenty beats dropped into the silence, and she moved out from her hiding spot through the servants’ wing. The thin, dark mask clung to her face, matching her dark clothing.

Hasim’s room is in the east wing, seventh room. His daughter is at the end of the hall, Serein thought, the shadows from the recently lit lanterns dancing across the floor. Imran has the bodies ready in the field where the guards won’t be for another hour or so. For a governor, he doesn’t have a lot of guards. Most people of his status have double the amount. Makes my job easier.

Horse and sparrow motifs flowed across the wooden doors, painted in gold and bright colors. Compared to the lavishness of the palace and other estates she visited, Hasim’s was relatively plain. She slipped into the darkened corners as guards passed, chatting and laughing. When the guards turned the corner, Serein continued down the hallway until she reached the seventh room. A thread of light bled from under the door crack while a shadow moved about on the other side and retreated.

If I can convince him to join Rameses, I should be able to find out the information about the rebels easy enough, Serein thought. He’s nearsighted, so I’ll have the advantage to surprise him before he tries to call for help.

Gripping her dagger, Serein pushed the door open and peered in. Hasim was nowhere to be seen, so she slipped into the main chamber. Candles flickered in the sconces molded into the shapes of horse heads. A modest majlis seating area wrapped around a low table covered in papers and books. Full shelves lined the wall to her right. Paintings of horses hung from the wall. The windows looked out over the pastures and the stables.

The thick carpet muffled Serein’s footsteps as she hugged the wall and moved toward the other room. She peered around the corner, listening to the amber scratching of a quill against paper. A heavy-set man sat at his desk, back hunched. The silver in his receding brown hairline shone under the candlelight, and the three small rubies caught in the mouth of a gold sparrow on the ring around his finger glinted. Hasim Usufur glanced up and stared out the window, a coffee-brown sigh spreading down his beard. The pause lasted a handful of seconds before he returned to his work.

Serein snuck up from behind, slipping the dagger beneath Hasim’s throat. He flinched and went rigid, hand knocking over the inkwell. His nervous breath hitched, and he tried to look at her, but the blade prevented him from turning his head.

“His Majesty is displeased with you, Shahrban Hasim,” she said. “I wouldn’t try making any noise.”

“W-who are you?!” Hasim stammered, his voice coming out in a strangled gasp.

“The Malik’s blade. He’s been watching for a while and knows about the horses being ‘stolen’ and your involvement with the rebels,” Serein replied. Seems almost a lifetime ago that we met. I wonder what his expression would be if he recognized me as “Lady Accalia” from the queen’s diffa.

“I haven’t⁠—”

“When the raids on your ranches have a pattern, it isn’t hard for anyone to grow suspicious. It was smart to allow the rebels to steal away a small number of horses, so you could have deniability. Still, you slipped up, and too many went missing too often. You and Duval were smuggling goods to the rebels through horse caravans. It was a good system until you got consistent and predictable. I’ve been instructed to kill you and your daughter, killing her first while you watch. Your sons will be spared if they continue to serve the Malik. One of them will be chosen to take over your position as shahrban and another will manage the horses.”

Black pooled across what he’d written, spreading toward the edge of the desk. Hasim sucked in a fearful breath, but she pressed the weapon closer against his neck. Sweat gleamed against his skin and his body shook.

“Please,” he whispered, “please, I beg you. Spare my daughter. Adara’s innocent. She knows nothing of this! Saints, I beg you! Have mercy!”

“His Majesty shows no mercy for those who betray the kingdom.”

Eyes closed, a dark brown prayer shuddered past his lips. “I-I did not betray my kingdom. I only did what I thought would help end this war and stop the Malik’s cruelty from continuing,” he sputtered. “Punish me if you must, but not my daughter…By the Saints, please spare her.”

“If you want to live, you’ll do everything I say,” Serein told him, and Hasim’s eyes flew open. “You’ll pack only the necessities. Once you’re done, go to your daughter’s room, and tell her to pack. Don’t answer any of her questions, and don’t draw any attention to yourselves. Talk to no one. Give me your signet ring and your daughter’s ring. You’ll both be smuggled out of the country and presumed dead. Once you both leave this place, you can’t send any messages to your family. The life you have now will die—who you are will die—but you’ll have a second chance. Do you understand?”

Hasim nodded, swallowing. Serein scanned the papers on the desk, counting the minutes off in her head. The ink stain made it impossible to read what he had started writing.

“I’ll put my dagger away, and you’ll do what I say. If you make a sound, I’ll change my mind and kill you here.”

His head bobbed up and down wordlessly, and she withdrew the weapon. He let out a heavy breath, gasping as he touched his neck. Hasim turned around to look at her. The color drained away from his face.

“Try not to pass out, Shahrban. It’ll cut into your time,” Serein told him. “I suggest you begin packing. Time is short. Change into something plain. When you and your daughter are ready, I’ll take you out through the servants’ quarters.”

Hasim jumped up and raced across the room. Nervous, hurried burgundy steps bled across the floor. Drops of ink landed on the rug, creating dark spots along the red and gold fabric. Serein watched him out of the corner of her eye, following the Shahrban as he tore through his chest of clothes.

No matter how many people she revealed the information to, the reactions were always the same. Poor man looks like he’ll have a heart attack. If he dies on his own, that’ll make this harder. Then I’ll have to force his daughter to flee the country.

“Why are you sparing my life when you did not spare anyone else?” Hasim asked her, clutching a robe in his hands.

The letter Rameses wrote for Hasim remained tucked in the front of her robes, ready to be handed to their next potential ally. “There’s someone who wants you as an ally. You’re more useful alive, even if right now you won’t have as much power. You know things about Sethos and have connections with rebels that could help with overthrowing him.”

Hasim stared at her. “You…you are the Malik’s assassin, but you are going against him? Are you with the rebels?”

“I’m affiliated with no cause,” she said. “My reasons are my own. All you need to know is that someone is looking for people to side with him to overthrow the king when the time is right.”

“Your voice…is familiar,” he told her, squinting. “Have we met before?”

“If we did, you wouldn’t be alive.” She watched the confusion on his face. He can’t make the connection, but it’s possible that he’ll figure it out someday. “You’re wasting time, Hasim.”

The Shahrban pulled out a traveling pack from the chest. Hasim worried his lower lip as he stuffed clothes into his pack, looking around his bedchamber.

“You tell me all this, but how do I know this is not a trap?” he asked.

“Because you’d be dead by now. The King doesn’t take to traitors kindly. You’ve had a spy in your household who’s probably stolen important documents about your dealings with the rebels. I suggest you turn over whatever you have to me, so I can use it against Sethos.”

Hasim remained silent, slowing his pace. His eyes darted to a cedar chest covered in a lace shawl. Serein went over to it and found it locked.

“This was your wife’s. A good hiding place,” she said. “The key, please.” He watched her, frozen in place.

Dropping the pack on the bed, he hurried to the framed painting of his wife propped on the edge of his desk. A pearl necklace was draped over it. He removed the necklace and flipped the frame around, popping the back open and removing a thin key. His hand trembled as he handed it to her.

She studied the key. “Keep packing. We need to leave before anyone notices.”

Serein ushered Hasim and his daughter, Adara, through the dark hallways. The eighteen-year-old woman clung to her father, her hazel eyes round with fear.

“Keep moving,” Serein whispered, walking behind them with her blades ready. Not much time now. Enough was wasted trying to get his daughter to believe me. The guards could come by and there’s the Jackal…

“Will we ever be able to return? What about my brothers?” Adara asked in a soft umber voice, tears glistening in her eyes.

“While the King is alive, you can’t return or contact them. Your brothers must believe you’re dead,” Serein said.

Hasim slowed his pace and stared out the window into the garden below. “Baba, we have to go,” Adara said.

“How can I? How can I leave your mother?” he muttered, coffee-brown words crumbling at his feet. He sucked in a breath but didn’t move.

Adara gripped the front of his robes and looked back at Serein with fear. “Umm understands. She’d want us to live. If this is the only way…We must leave. Please, Baba.”

The two signet rings clinked together in Serein’s pocket. “If you wish to be with your dead wife, I can arrange that, Shahrban. I hate to keep people from their loved ones,” Serein told him. “Right now, I’d rather not get caught by your guards.”

Adara whimpered, tears clinging to her lashes. Hasim turned to his daughter and kissed her brow. They rounded a corner, and a tall, hooded figure blocked their path, a short sword drawn. An electric jolt shot through Serein, and she darted in front of Hasim and Adara with her weapons drawn. Opalescent magic thrummed around them, and her skin prickled.

“Stay behind me,” Serein told Hasim and Adara. This isn’t one of Hasim’s guards. This wasn’t what I was expecting to encounter tonight. A Jackal?

The figure rushed at her, the blade flashing under the lanterns. Orange sparked in the air as their blades connected. Bright blue eyes stared down at her, and the pale angular face of a Vale was visible beneath the hood—the face she’d last seen in the streets of Sarddon after the attack on the church.

“Seems Mirarnediad wanted us to meet again,” he said, the thistle-colored voice carrying a smile.

“You,” Serein said and dodged an arching slash aimed at her side. “If we weren’t fighting, I might be a bit flattered that you’re following me.” The Vale’s back. How did he know I’d be here? Has be been keeping an eye on Hasim? Or helping Hasim move the horses to the rebels?

“You keep appearing around important people. I know you have your duties, but I cannot let you kill them.”

“Your important people keep drawing the king’s attention.”

She twisted away and swiped at his leg. The Vale jumped back, his weapon coming down on her. Serein deflected, her blood roaring in her ears. His attacks were as swift and jarring as they had been during their encounter in Oyon.

“Wait, Faeron!” Hasim shouted. “She’s helping us escape!”

The Vale’s sword passed close to Serein’s face as it scraped along the dagger she brought up to block the blade. He stopped, but didn’t move his sword away.

“I’m trying to get him and his daughter to Edolas with a new identity and fake their deaths,” Serein said. “A man named Imran is taking them. I have a letter with detailed instructions for Hasim if you’ll let me get it.”

The Vale shifted, pulling his sword back. A shadow moved behind him and a throwing knife struck his shoulder. He whirled around to face a maidservant with a pair of knives drawn. She rushed at the Vale, jabbing her weapons at him.

Seems the Jackal has come out of hiding. Another complication.

The maid made eye contact with Serein as she faced off with the Vale. Serein gripped her daggers and moved behind Faeron. He pulled the knife from his shoulder and blocked another attack from the Golden Jackal. She darted to the right toward Serein, readying another knife. As the Jackal’s eyes focused on the Vale, Serein saw the split second decision before her.

Serein sprang forward and drove her dagger into the woman’s back. Her other weapon slashed across the spy’s throat. The Jackal let out a dark blue gurgle, eyes wide as the knives dropped from her hands, and she collapsed to the floor. Adara gasped, and Hasim started praying again. Serein glanced at the Vale as blood dripped off her daggers.

“She saw too much,” Serein said.

Reaching for a nearby lantern, she tossed it on the body, the flames licking at the crumpled robes. Wet streaks ran down Hasim and Adara’s cheeks as they watched the blaze grow.

This is the opposite of subtle, but hopefully the smoke will draw attention away from us. This part of the estate probably won’t be kept intact like Sethos wanted.

“Turning against one of your own,” Faeron said.

“We weren’t allies. No witnesses. These two need to get out of here before people come to investigate the fire,” Serein told him quickly. That takes care of the Jackal. No going back now.

The smell of smoke and burning flesh filled the air. Nausea rose in the back of Serein’s throat as the stench hit her nose, bringing her back to Grasdan. The heat pressed against her face and the burn on her side tingled. Hasim helped Adara to her feet, coughing.

“Seems I was right about you,” Faeron said.

She withdrew the letter and held it out to him. He took it and studied the wax seal bearing Rameses’ signet ring.

“I still won’t fight for your cause, but I want to see Sethos removed from his throne,” she told him. “Hasim is too valuable to kill, which is evident by the fact that you came here to try and stop his assassination.”

The Vale regarded her with a faint smile. “Who sees him as valuable?”

“Who knew that I was coming here?” Serein retorted.

The Vale sheathed his sword. “There are more eyes in the palace than you realize. We have been getting refugees in Bar Elenion who claim to have been spared by a masked assassin. I had wondered if it was you, and it seems my hunch was correct. But, seeing as you are working toward the same things as we are, I will have someone contact you. And when you are ready to move against the King, we will be ready.”

The smoke stung Serein’s eyes. “Take them and leave now. There are two bodies in the pasture that are their decoys,” Serein told him, Hasim and Adara’s rings clinking together in her pocket. “If anyone sees them alive, this will all be for nothing.”

“I will make sure they are never seen again. May Yestarë’s light continue to shine upon you,” Faeron said. “Come, Hasim. It is time to go.”

Hasim stumbled toward him, he and his daughter keeping a wide berth from the flames that now devoured the curtains and rugs. The writhing orange monster scorched the stones, and Hasim cast a fearful, tear-stained glance back at his slowly burning home before disappearing through the smoke.

You’re too soft, volchitsa, the white voice hissed. I trained you better.

She inhaled and shook her head, sprinting toward the servants quarters before the guards arrived. I’ll show you how soft I am. For you, I’ll become the most ruthless thing you’ve ever seen. Will you be proud of me when I kill you?
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The call of the beggars and the cries of merchants rang through the streets of the Tafall District. Clothes hung on lines to dry flapped in the wind. A woman shuffled through the throngs of people, brackish water splashing under her feet. She kept the hood of her rida’ over her face, her eyes darting around.

Master Xansas…Mayte thought as she ducked into an alleyway. Where are you? Please, I need you!

Mayte stopped, sucking in a strained breath through the lingering pain. The dark pink scar along her throat rippled each time she swallowed. The clumsily stitched wound left a thick ugly band along the skin. She touched her throat, grimacing. Months of recovering after the Aikhtiar did little to assuage her hatred towards Serein, her aching wounds keeping the rage fresh.

I’ll kill you, Serein! I’ll cut off your head and bring it to Xansas. Then he’ll see that you’re nothing.

Thundering tolls of the twelfth afternoon bell bounced along the walls of the alleyway. With the blade of her knife, Mayte carved a snake into the sunbaked bricks of a house. Metal dug into hard stone, and a viper’s head pointed south.

“What are you doing?”

Three Sarddonian soldiers blocked the alleyway, sunlight glinting off their armor. Mayte whirled around and tried to keep her head low. She hid the dagger beneath her robes while her mind raced for a way to escape before they recognized her. She tried to back away, noting the exposed sections of their armor and how many people were nearby.

“Wait! She’s one of the assassins from the wanted posters. Capture her!” one shouted.

Mayte turned and ran with the knife gripped in her hand. Shouts and pounding footsteps followed as she hurtled over broken crates and rotting baskets. Hot blood pulsed in her veins, throbbing against her throat. She would have killed them outright, but Xansas had warned her to keep a low profile. And since her defeat, her confidence was cracked.

The hilt of a sword collided with her stomach as she rounded a corner. Breath rushed from her lungs, and Mayte fell back against the wall, pain exploding through her abdomen. The roaring lions of Sarddon closed in, metal glinting as spots flashed across her eyes. Rough hands grabbed her arms, wrestling the knife from her as she slashed at them. More soldiers cut off her chances of escape.

“Watch out. She’s dangerous. This is the one Captain Stormheir has been looking for,” a soldier said. “She’s one of the Bone Vipers’ assassins.”

Mayte bared her teeth at them. She glared at the leader of the group and spat on his boots. Serein couldn’t find me herself, so she sent dogs after me! I’ll kill them before they throw me in a cell!

A streak of white darted behind the soldier, and blood spurted from his throat as sharp metal claws raked across the skin. The man gurgled, and his eyes bulged before he fell to the ground. Shadows fell upon the other soldiers in a whirl of steel. Blood painted the sandy ground, splattering against Mayte’s skin. She sprang for her blade, back pressed against the wall as three figures stood amongst the six corpses.

“Well, Mayte, it seems you have gotten yourself into quite a situation. I thought I trained you better.”

His voice sent chills down her spine, and her pulse quickened. Mayte’s hands trembled and the knife fell from her fingers, clattering to the ground. She collapsed on her knees, and tears streamed down her cheeks through the dirt and grime.

“You came!” she breathed as she prostrated before him.

Red droplets rolled off the Viper’s Teeth around his knuckles. A dark rida’ hung from Xansas’ lean frame. and his face was mostly hidden by a tan head wrap. He inspected the serrated claws, glancing down at Mayte with narrowed green eyes.

“You’ve drawn a lot of attention to yourself these last few months,” he said, and her heart lurched.

“It was Serein who betrayed us, Master. She sided with the Murderous King and his dogs to hunt us down. I’ve been trying to find you.”

“She hasn’t sided with him!” Xansas snapped, and Mayte flinched. “Serein will turn on them. It’s only a matter of time. To redeem yourself of your failure, you’re going to do something for me.”

“Anything, Master Xansas,” Mayte said as his shadow fell over her. “I’ll do anything.”

Xansas stepped over the bodies without a second glance. He reached out and put his bloody hand on her cheek.

“You’re going to come with me to Alqamar and take something. It’s time I paid Serein another visit. I’ve missed my volchitsa,” he said, grinning.
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The brush trailed along Serein’s right arm, leaving behind thick lines of smeared orange from Luca’s unsteady hands. She kept her arm still while she dabbed a smudge of violet against the canvas in her lap. Different colors stained his fingers. His painting of peacocks and elephants was abandoned as he painted over her scars. When the scar line ended, he dipped the brush in another color and started again. Blue along neat knife marks, green followed jagged cuts, yellow blotted old punctures.

She drank in the peace like she was dying of thirst. The smell of paint and citrus soap erased the smell of burning flesh and blood from the other day. Talking with Sethos about the fire at Hasim’s estate and the encounter with the Vale yesterday left her tense. The Malik had taken the news with his usual stoniness, a hint of worry crossing his golden eyes. He hadn’t mentioned the dead spy, but it was only a matter of time before Hasim’s sons would clear through what remained of the manor and discover the body. The pent-up stress she’d carried since leaving Oyon released as soon as she saw her children safe. Their time with Il-Makah didn’t seem to have led to any exposed secrets like she’d feared. Their Sarddonian had improved, and they had even picked up some Edola from Inga. But when she’d gone to collect the children from the Tower of Secrets, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Il-Makah knew something.

Telling Rameses about the mission and her interaction with the Vale had been another thing. Explaining to him that they would soon need to reach out to the rebels hadn’t been an easy conversation. He hadn’t been thrilled by the idea, but he was relieved that Hasim and his daughter were alive. She left out the part about killing the Jackal. Despite his apprehensions, she had left him with the stone the Vale had given her last year, the second remaining hidden in her chambers if she needed it.

Another piece on the board. He still hasn’t talked to Sabah, but that will probably happen soon, she thought. Confirm our allies and move everything into place. The rebels knew what we were doing, and Rameses needs to reach out to them to confirm an alliance.

Serein glanced at her son, reminded of a time when her mother watched her draw—a time with no war and no scars. She smelled the sunlight and charcoal, feeling a warm calm settle on her. Astra darted by, pulling a torn sheet behind her. Nala bounded after her and pounced on the cloth. Giggling, the girl tugged, and the cloth ripped more in the tigress’ teeth. Nala took the sheet in her mouth and dragged Astra across the floor. Her laughter careened to a high orange pitch as she held on.

“Sewing isn’t supposed to create a bigger hole, my Stars,” Serein told her. “You’ll need to apologize to Rizwana for ruining the project she gave you. We’ll find Nala a better toy that isn’t part of a dress.”

“Yes, Mama,” Astra said, giggling.

A tentative blue rap came from the door, and Nala stopped. Her head snapped to the door and a low peacock-blue growl began in her throat. Serein tensed and moved quickly to her feet, setting the canvas down.

Not someone Nala is familiar with. It’s not a confident knock, which means it’s someone who hasn’t been here before or is scared of me, she thought as she crossed the room.

In the hallway stood Rahim with his wali, fist raised to knock again. He stepped back with wide eyes, and his guards kept their hands near their weapons. They looked at the colored lines along her arms with confusion. The young boy clutched the stems of vibrant blue and purple flowers. Clumps of dirt from their plucked roots dropped onto his sandals.

“Prince Rahim,” Serein said, masking her surprise and the worry coursing through her like cold water as she bowed her head. “To what do I owe this visit?” Why did his guards let him come here? If his parents find out, Luca and Astra will suffer.

“I-is Zeru here?” Rahim asked in a trembling ice-blue voice.

“She is,” Serein told him.

“Can I see her?”

She looked at the wali and glanced. “I don’t think that would be a good idea, Your Highness. Your parents wouldn’t approve.”

“Please? I have something for her.”

Serein pursed her lips and looked over her shoulder at her daughter. “Zeru,” she called, “come here.”

Astra sat up on her knees, frowning as she spotted Rahim. “I don’t want to,” she said in Sarlyrian, balling the torn sheet in her hands.

“He has a gift. Once you face this, you can move on.” Astra continued pouting, glaring at the door. She huffed, shuffling over to the door. Lights, keep her temper in check.

Rahim looked away from Astra’s intense gaze. He shoved the flowers into her hands and wrung his dirty palms together. Astra looked down at the flowers, eyebrows scrunched together as dirt fell through her fingers.

“I-I uhm,” Rahim stammered, “I got these for you. They’re pretty, and I thought you might like them.” His words fumbled out and crashed at his feet. “I’m sorry!”

Rahim turned and ran off with his guards following him. Astra craned her head into the hallway, clutching the flowers. Serein watched Rahim’s purple footfalls disappear down the hall.

Seems he’s a bit taken with Astra. I doubt he sees girls his age often, let alone girls who hit him. Hopefully, this won’t come back to bite us.

“Why did he give me these?” Astra asked and touched the blue and purple petals.

“He wanted to make amends,” Serein replied, shutting the door. “I think he realized he made a mistake and is trying to apologize because he wants to be friends with you. It’s up to you whether to keep the flowers. We can put them in some water.”

“I don’t like him…”

“You don’t have to, but don’t treat him the way he treated you.”

Astra handed the flowers to Serein. “What can we put them in?” she asked as she clapped her hands together, dirt crumbling to the floor.

Serein cupped the roots in her palm. “There’s an expensive vase they’ll look nice in it.” There might be hope for the royal children yet…Serein thought. Hyacinth means sincerity with the blue and purple for regret. Rahim didn’t pick these on his own. Someone else was helping him.

The dark blood and the buzzing flies clung to Uriah’s memory, the smell of death still clogging his nose. His missing guards had been discovered in the Tafall District after a day and a half, their bodies stripped of their valuables. When Uriah had gotten the news and arrived at the scene, he felt yanked back to the front, trapped in a vortex of flashbacks until Firoz had pulled him back to the present. He clenched his hands to keep the memories from cluttering his head.

Not real. I’m not there, he thought, turning the mantra over in his mind. The tourmaline hanging from his neck was still warm from the sunlight. There are no leads about who the killers are. To have that many guards in one place must have meant that they found someone dangerous. Could it have been Mayte? Or Xansas?

Servants moved through the corridors, making him stop as he realized where he was. Pink and blue settled in the skies, turning the white marble dark purple with streaks of yellow from the setting sun. Dancing pools of orange and yellow from the lanterns painted the floor. Cold marble and murals, not a battlefield of corpses. Incense instead of blood. Uriah sucked in a breath to clear the shadows.

“Are you alright, Captain?” Firoz signed, staring at him.

“Yes,” Uriah told him, forgetting that his lieutenant had been walking with him. “I’m just still thinking about the bodies…I don’t understand how no one reported this for a full day.”

“Everyone in the city is tense. After the attacks and the search for the assassins, the people have grown fearful. Many no longer trust the guards, especially in the Tafall District.”

“It does feel like everywhere we turn there’s chaos. Everything seems to be getting to a boiling point.”

Firoz nodded, his mouth pursed. “I can talk to their squad leader and notify the families if you need to go tell His Majesty.”

The lieutenant’s hands moved in a way that suggested Uriah should take him up on his offer. Uriah wanted to protest and visit the families himself, but he felt the urge to find Serein and tell her what had happened. He had no definitive proof of who the killer was, but the wounds were unlike any he had seen before, brutal and done with something serrated.

“We’ll work with the families to organize the funerals. Let me know if there’s anything they need and we’ll do what we can to support them and make sure their loved ones are given a proper burial,” Uriah said.

“It will be done, Captain,” Firoz signed before saluting and heading back toward the officers’ quarters.

Uriah stood alone in the corridor, knowing he should find Sethos and tell him about the attacks. He clutched the tourmaline and hoped the strength from the stone would steady his fears. His feet took him toward the East Wing instead and up the familiar tower.

The Jackals most likely already know what happened. If they think it’s Xansas, they’ll already be scouring the city, and the guards will be increased again.

When he arrived in front of Serein’s door, he let go of the tourmaline and knocked. The sound jostled him out of the haze. He waited in the silence before the door opened, and Serein stood in front of him. Her stoic face made him feel calm.

“Who is it?” he heard Astra ask. “It’s not the stupid prince again, is it?”

“No. It’s the Captain,” she said and stepped into the hallway, closing the door behind her. The smell of food wafted out. “Your face says something’s wrong.”

The quiet Wendish caught him off guard again. Flies buzzed in his ears and the burned taste of fear rose against the back of his throat. He clenched his jaw to keep from throwing up memories.

“A group of guards were found dead in the Tafall District. It might have been the work of three or four attackers according to what few witnesses we could find,” Uriah told her. “They’ve been dead for over a day.”

“That’s unsettling. I’m sorry about the loss of your men,” she said. “But you wouldn’t have come here just for murdered guards.”

“Aye. All the bodies had snakes carved onto them. Like this one,” Uriah said, pulling out three folded papers from his trouser pocket.

Her calm became tension along her jaw as she looked over the sketches. The first one had a drawing of a snake. Its triangular head pointed towards the rest of its curved body, and her eyes widened as she looked over the drawings of the grisly scenes.

“That’s the calling card of the Bone Vipers.” Her voice was like a razor. “The snake symbol is used to direct members to a meeting point. Usually, it’s put on a wall or another place. The guards might have found one of them and then were ambushed by more.”

So, it is the Bone Vipers. But we thought we were only searching for Xansas and Mayte, not more. Have there always been more in Oyon or are they gathering for something big? “We found a partial symbol on a nearby wall.”

“Whoever was carving it might have been interrupted by the guards. The wounds look like they were made from three different weapons. Two blades at least and some other jagged weapon, but these drawings don’t tell me much more than that.”

She stared grimly at one of the drawings, lips curved into a frown. Despite the news, she remained eerily calm.

“Some of these wounds look like Xansas’ work, but there might be at least two others with him, which is more concerning,” she went on. “He wouldn’t have gotten caught leaving the mark, so it might have been Mayte. But it doesn’t make sense why the mark would be carved into the bodies except to mock us.”

“Do you think he’s preparing an attack?” Uriah asked. She’s taking this news better than I thought she would. Normally any mention of Xansas puts her on edge.

Serein folded up the papers, her expression darkening. “It seems like he is if there are more than four Vipers in the city,” she muttered as thoughts churned behind her eyes. She held the papers out to him.

“You can keep those. Several copies were made. I’m going to deliver a set to the king,” Uriah told her. “I know this isn’t the news you wanted to hear, but I wanted to make sure you knew as soon as possible.”

She nodded and tucked the drawings under her arm. “I appreciate it. And here I thought I could get through one day without something happening, but it seems I was too optimistic.”

“We won’t let him near you or the children. I don’t think you should go looking for him alone. I’m going to patrol the alley where the murders happened tonight if you’d like to join me. Perhaps you can make sense of what we missed.”

Serein raised an eyebrow as she looked up at him. “Searching for him alone is what he wants, and I won’t fall into his trap again. Perhaps bloody footprints will lead to the little Mayfly and the White Snake.”

“I know…about what you and Rameses are really doing,” he whispered and took a step closer. Up close, he noticed faded paint lines along the scars on her arms. “He told me about Sabah and trying to ask her to aid him. I said I didn’t want to know details, but things are getting more complicated. I want to make sure you both know what you’re doing.”

“I haven’t overthrown a monarch before, only killed them. What happens after a ruler is removed was never my concern, so this is all new territory now,” she said under her breath. “Does this mean you’ll help him when the time comes?”

“I’ll do anything for Rameses,” he said firmly, “but I want to know when everything will happen. There’s no guarantee that all the guards will side with me if I ask them to stand against Sethos.”

“There’s no guarantee that any of this will work out, but it’s too late to go back now. Things are already in motion and forces are moving against the king. We’ll have to strike before the window of opportunity closes.”

I hope the Elfennau forgive me for breaking an oath, even if it means keeping one to Rameses, he thought. The idea of betraying the king still soured his stomach, but not as much as it used to. “You’re not going to kill him, are you?” he asked, looking her in the eye.

She blinked. “Rameses wouldn’t want that. He wants it to be a bloodless coup,” she replied. “We’ll let you know the next time we’re meeting in the crypts.”

Uriah frowned, brow creasing. “What?”

“We found that the dead are the only ones who truly keep secrets.”
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Serein stood over her desk, staring at the folded papers Uriah left her. They felt like lead weights in her shaking hands. When she blinked, the sketches of the bodies were scrawled behind her eyelids. It had taken great effort to restrain the rage that blazed at the mention of Xansas and the other Bone Vipers in the city.

It was only a matter of time before Xansas did something like this. And there are others with him, she thought, biting the inside of her cheek to steady herself. I need to warn Eneca and make arrangements for Luca and Astra to go to Rajiya’s. He’s going to make a move soon if he’s sending a message like this.

“What were you talking to Uriah about?” Astra asked as she came into the room, taking a bite out of the date cake she held.

Sere looked up and put the papers away in the top drawer. “He wanted to see how my mission was,” she replied.

Astra wiped the sticky crumbs off her face. “What did he give you?”

“Some drawings of something he saw in the city. Some people are causing trouble, and he wanted my help in solving his problem.”

“Are they bad people?”

Serein ran her fingers through Astra’s hair. The soothing motion cooled her anger, but didn’t assuage the fear lurking in the background.

“Yes. I’m helping him find them.” So that they can be killed and never hurt you.

The smell of cooked meat and bread wafted in from the other room, and the ruby-red clinks of plates hitting against each other signaled that supper was ready. Serein led Astra back to the living chamber as Rizwana laid food on the table. Luca rubbed Nala’s side as he played with her fur, picking the raisins out of his couscous. The blind tigress gnawed on the lamb bones Rizwana had brought her.

Astra plopped down next to her brother, eyeing the steaming flatbread. “How do you help him catch the bad people?” she asked.

Serein tore off a chunk of msemen bread and dipped it into a dish of creamy dill sauce. “I give him advice on how to catch them. I also make sure they don’t get into the palace to hurt anyone.”

“If you’re helping stop bad guys, how come you haven’t stopped the King?” Luca asked, his sky-blue question quiet but pierced Serein all the same.

She stopped chewing and glanced at Rizwana out of the corner of her eye. The maidservant finished setting out a tagine full of herbed chicken. She couldn’t understand much Sarlyrian, but Serein worried how much she might be able to remember and repeat. Serein moved over to Luca and crouched beside him, pouring herself a glass of tea.

“Best not talk about such things here, my Sun,” Serein whispered to him.

Serein washed the food down with tea, chewing on the mint leaves floating in the glass. She tried to focus on enjoying the meal with her children, but the carved snakes twisted around in her mind. Something nagged at the corner of her brain, but she struggled to grasp it.

Carving the symbol onto the bodies wasn’t something Xansas needed to do. Why draw more attention to the others with him?

Grabbing a piece of chicken and bread, she stood and returned to her bedchamber. She pulled out the papers and unfolded them on top of the desk. Along the back of the carved snake, she spotted a cluster of sixteen lines she hadn’t noticed when Uriah first showed her the sketch. To anyone else it looked like more wounds, but it turned Serein’s blood to ice. She traced them with her fingernail, feeling each one on her shoulder. The word “Serein” was spelled out onto the serpent’s body.

The world came to a halt, air freezing in her throat. No! How did I miss this? It wasn’t meant to mock Sethos and the guards. It was meant for me.

You were careless. The children have blinded and dulled your senses, volchitsa, the white voice said in her ear, growing louder. You’ve been missing simple things. You tried to be so careful, but you missed the dangers you sought to protect them from. I told you I was coming.

Her movements felt like she was moving in slow motion as she grabbed the curved blades, strapping them to her sides. Serein found her pouch with the hidden vial of bottled magic, lock picking tools, thin corded rope, dried herbs and antidotes, and slipped on her hidden blade vambraces. For a split second, she thought about leaving the bottled magic behind but left it in the pouch. She slipped on her armor, but despite all the steel on her body, she still felt exposed.

Rizwana came into the bedchamber as Serein put on her boots. “Are you going someplace, Miss?” she asked, her lapis voice more statement than question.

Serein put the papers into her belt and threw on her cloak. “I need to talk with Captain Stormheir again. I’ll return shortly. Watch over the children until I return. Don’t open the door for anyone,” Serein said when the air returned to her lungs.

“I will,” Rizwana replied with a nod. “Is this about Xansas?”

The name made Serein flinch. “Yes. He’s going to attack soon,” she whispered and drew a knife from under her pillow.

Rizwana’s face grew worried. “Are you sure? Is he coming tonight?”

Serein handed the weapon to the maidservant. “I hope not. There’s something I need to confirm. If anything happens, use this and guard them with your life, Rizwana. Keep the door locked until I return.” Do I dare risk sending Astra and Luca to Rajiya’s tonight? He might be waiting for me to bring them out in the open and come for me then.

“I swear on the Saints I will.”

Serein left the bedchamber, stopping to stare at Luca and Astra. Her gut clenched and an invisible hand closed around her throat.

“I’ll be back soon, my Sun and Stars,” she said, forcing a smile on her face. There’s still time. I’m not too late.

“Where are you going?” they asked.

“Out to talk to Uriah again. I forgot to ask him something. It won’t take long. Rizwana will watch you until I get back.” He won’t be going on patrol until he’s spoken to Sethos. There’s time to find him before he heads into the city.

They nodded. Luca yawned, his eyelids drooping. Serein went over and kissed their heads. Leaving the room felt like stepping in an open field where predators prowled, hidden from sight.

It won’t take long. I’ll be back to tuck them in.

Serein took off through the darkened hallway. Each second bred new seedlings of paranoia. Inside the black beast growled at the thought of Xansas and strained against its chains as she raced down the floors. Her pulse thrummed in her fingertips by the time she reached the bottom of the tower. The guards posted along the hall glanced at Serein as she ran past, but she didn’t pay them any mind. When she finally made it to the West Wing, she saw Uriah walking in the direction his chambers. Relief shot through her and she sprinted faster toward him.

“Uriah!” she called, the yellow word breaking into dozens of shards.

He stopped and turned around, his confused expression becoming clearer the closer she got. “Serein? What’s wrong?” he asked.

Serein slowed, trying to catch her breath. “The snake symbols, which direction were they facing?” she asked.

You’re wasting time, Serein.

Uriah frowned. “What?”

“The snakes carved into the bodies. Which way were they facing?” The words felt slow as they left her mouth.

“I’m not sure what you mean…”

Serein withdrew the papers and held them open in front of him. “North? South? East? Up? Anywhere. The snake carvings point in a direction to show assassins which way to go to meet. Do you remember which way the bodies were facing? Were they all facing the same direction?”

Uriah shifted. The green breaths of silence made Serein want to break something. She heard the white laughter taunting her, moving closer and growing louder.

“Some of the bodies were moved from their original positions from people searching the bodies,” Uriah said, closing his eyes.

“The snakes were all meant to point in the same direction. The bodies that didn’t appear to have been moved, do you remember which way the snake head was pointing?”

He rubbed his chin, eyes opening. “I don’t know…”

“Think!”

“I recall…the direction would have been southeast. I don’t know for sure. What’s this all about, Serein?”

Southeast…roughly what’s in that direction is the Gold District and Alqamar Palace.

Serein’s heart dropped into her stomach, and the world tilted. She stared at nothing, withdrawing away into the swirl of thoughts. Her hand trembled and the papers almost slipped from her hands.

“What’s going on?” Uriah’s voice crept into the edges of her peripheral as he moved closer.

“I didn’t see it until now,” she whispered, the blood draining from her face. “The carvings were meant for me. Xansas is coming to the palace. He might already be here.”

Serein felt herself break as she said the name. She turned and raced back to the East Tower. It seemed so far away, her feet unable to move fast enough as light blue footfalls slapped against the marble.

“Serein! Wait!” The shout echoed off the walls behind her, but she didn’t stop running.

He’s coming now, and I wasn’t prepared. I made a mistake. Again. I need to get Luca and Astra to Rajiya’s now.

She raced up stairs when her vision suddenly blurred to black, and she stumbled into the wall. Colors flashed and spun themselves into thorny threads as dryness coated her throat. Her tongue felt thick in her mouth, breaths shallow. She gripped the stones to keep standing.

Drugged? When?! she thought, clawing her way through the heaviness settling on her body. A slow acting one with no taste. It must have been in the food we all ate!

She reached a shaky hand into her pocket and pulled out a small vial with greenish-brown liquid. Uncorking it, she downed the bitter, earthy-tasting contents and the gritty liquid coated her mouth and throat. The blackness, and the colored strands faded, but the edges of the world remained blurry. Her pounding heart slammed against bone and muscle while she forced her heavy legs to move. She barely heard Uriah calling her name in the distance.

I’m not sure what he used, but maybe this antidote will slow the poison’s effects.

The last turn in the corridor lay empty and quiet except for the thrumming in her ears. She stumbled toward her room, reaching for her daggers. Dark boot prints clustered outside her chambers, the door wide open. Her heart nearly stopped.

Someone’s already here. They were watching and waiting until I left! Were they hiding in the other rooms in the tower? Or were they disguised as the guards?

Hand on one of the daggers, Serein stepped into her darkened chambers. The lanterns had been doused. The hairs along her neck rose as the night shifted.

“Did you get my message volchitsa?” the curling white voice asked. “Seemed more effective than flowers.”

Fire sprang to life in the lantern on the table, illuminating Xansas’ pale visage as he stood by the window dressed in dark armor. The bone snake earring dangling from his right lobe winked at her. He held the limp forms of Luca and Astra under his arms. The nightmare she imagined so often materialized in front of her.

A hazy white ringing sound filled her ears as she unsheathed the daggers. Nala lay unconscious next to Rizwana, who was slumped on the floor. Lapis wheezing trickled out of the woman’s mouth. She stared at the ceiling, brown skin pale and glistening with perspiration. Dark blood oozed from the knife embedded in her side and a pool of vomit stained the rug.

“Miss…” Rizwana wheezed. “I…”

Next to Xansas stood his second, Nero. A hood covered his shaved head, hiding the blocky lines of dark tattoos along his skull. His face was stern and unreadable, mouth hidden behind his thick, dark beard. In all her time with the Bone Vipers, Nero only accompanied Xansas on important, dangerous missions. His presence confirmed her suspicions—they were going to kill Sethos tonight.

A serpentine smile appeared on Xansas’ face, his green eyes glittering. “This is quite the life you have built for yourself, Serein. A maid, nice chambers, and two children. How long did you think it would last?”

His pale voice clogged her vision as she reeled against the waking nightmare. “What did you do to them?” she hissed and drew both blades. They’re still breathing. The drug is only meant to render us unconscious, but I didn’t eat much food.

“You already know, volchitsa. I was hoping you’d ingest enough to make this easy and painless, but you always exceed expectations,” Xansas said with a laugh.

A man with one eye emerged from the bedchamber with a short sword in hand. He flashed a crooked smile with a few missing teeth. Flynn. He brought one of his enforcers. That must mean Raxor’s here as well. How many others did he bring?

Xansas’ face fell as he moved around the table. The Viper’s Teeth glinted under the light, the claws too close to her children.

Her mind raced as she struggled to remain standing. If I lunge for him, then there’s the possibility he’ll hurt them. He wanted them drugged to move them, either to lure me away or to escape with them. Any move against him, Flynn will come at me, and Xansas will escape with Luca and Astra. If I make noise to summon the guards, he might just kill them. And Rizwana…

“It’s time for you to leave this place and return to the Bone Vipers,” Xansas told her. “I tried being reasonable, but you’re just so stubborn, so it’s come to this.”

“I’ll never go anywhere with you!” she shouted.

“Serein!”

The beast sprang loose as the green word cut through the air, jaws snapping as Serein lunged for Xansas. “You!” the White Snake hissed, looking past her at Uriah.

Flynn swung his sword down to block Serein’s daggers. His lone eye winked at her, the other a sunken hole. Serein staggered back as she avoided his attack.

“It’s been a while since we’ve clashed blades, Serein,” Flynn sneered, his splotchy yellow voice reminding her of rotting fruit. “I’ve got a special knife I’ve been saving just for you.”

Right-handed. Favors the short sword and knife. Short stature. Relies on speed rather than brute strength. Overconfident. Even tempered. Prefers to cut victims down from their legs and then the chest. The other half of Raxor’s brutal killing team. Without Raxor, Flynn doesn’t kill as efficiently. So where is Raxor?

“Remember what I told you, Flynn,” Xansas said as he moved around them toward the door. Nero rushed past her with his sword drawn, and the jagged orange sound of clashing blades. “Otherwise, I’ll kill you myself.”

Flynn’s mouth twisted into a frown. She locked eyes with Xansas, and he smiled at her, bolting for the door. Serein disengaged from Flynn, and the edges of her vision spun, causing her to stumble. Xansas’ white hair blurred as he disappeared down the hall. Uriah fought with Nero on the other side of the room, deflecting a blow aimed at his side.

Bury the blade in his back! Don’t let him escape! her blood screamed.

Flynn shouted, and jumped at her, sword aimed at her back. She twisted around to parry the blow, nearly losing her footing. Serein swiped at Flynn’s leg, cutting through his trousers. A stream of curses flew out and mixed with the blood spotting the ground.

“He didn’t say I couldn’t maim you,” Flynn hissed and swung his leg around. The boot connected with her side, and she broke away. “I’ll add a nice big scar along your face. How does that sound? Another one for your collection. Or perhaps cut off one of your fingers for Raxor?”

Rizwana gabbed Flynn’s leg with a groan. She had rolled onto her side and crawled close enough to reach him. The assassin looked down at her and stomped on her arm, causing her to scream. Serein brought the left Twin up and orange sparks danced along the blades. Serein threw her full weight against Flynn and shoved him away from Rizwana, slicing through his wrist with her other blade. He yelled before she fell upon him with blazing eyes and Sarlyrian steel.

“You’re a nuisance,” Serein told him as she rammed the dagger into his throat, “and you talk too much.”

His eye widened, filling with fear. Papery whispers from the dying man’s lips dribbled past his lips. Serein pulled her dagger out and glanced over her shoulder. Nero dodged a swing from Uriah, and flipped his sword around, catching the captain along the leg. Uriah hissed through his teeth and stumbled back. The Bone Viper disengaged and sprinted down the hallway.

Uriah paused, face slick with sweat as he glanced at Serein and Flynn’s corpse. “Are you alright?” he panted.

“Go after them!” Serein shouted. “Xansas can’t get away!” If he escapes the palace, I won’t be able to find my children unless he allows me too. He’ll use them to trap me.

Hesitating for a moment, Uriah nodded and took off after Nero. Serein looked at Rizwana lying next to Flynn. The maidservant clutched her side, her right arm cradled against her chest. Her lapis breathing was shallow, too quiet and raspy.

Wasting time! the beast snapped. Leave her!

Serein tore off her cloak and knelt beside Rizwana. Under the lantern light, she recognized the hilt of the knife she’d given her. Serein threw the cloak over her, chewing on the inside of her cheek.

She’s been poisoned. I can’t do anything for her, she thought, and the helplessness tightened around her like a vice.

“I’m sorry…I tried,” Rizwana rasped, cracking her eyes open. Her face was pale, and a bluish hue tinged her lips as she shivered. Each breath shook her body, digging a blade deeper into Serein’s chest.

“I know. You did everything you could. I’m going to send for help.”

Rizwana grabbed Serein’s hand weakly, her skin clammy and cold. “Stop him…”

With a gasp, Rizwana slumped against the floor, eyes fluttering closed. Her fingers slipped from Serein’s. She barely caught the last soft lapis breath pass Rizwana’s lips before a figure moved near her. Serein whipped her blade up at Death, the air freezing in her lungs. He stared down at her with a sad expression, his robes pooling around him like shadows as he knelt.

“Please…not her,” Serein whispered.

“She’s earned her rest,” Death told her, his pale silvery voice drifting down around Rizwana’s face. He reached out and drew out the woman’s soul. Death tucked it inside his robes alongside Flynn’s.

Serein blinked away stinging tears, casting another glance at the Rizwana. “I’m sorry. I brought this upon you, Rizwana. May the Saints or the Lights greet you warmly.” I won’t let her death be in vain.

Standing, she turned and left the room, bracing herself against the wall as the dizziness threatened to knock her down. Death followed behind her. She looked at the muddy boot prints on the floor that led away from her room. Serein crouched down and ran a finger through the print, inhaling the musty dank from the crumbling dirt.

Old soil with the strong smell of salt and must. Like the crypts. Serein tore through the maps in her head. The Royal Church of the Saints. That’s how he got in and probably how he’s going to escape. How did he get past the guards? He won’t get past the ones at the bottom of the stairs unless they’re working for him.

She forced herself to keep moving as the drug tried to dig its claws in deeper, rage and fear pushing her forward.

Rameses stepped out of the library, his arms full of scrolls, more blank pages of vellum to continue copying the ancient Sarlyrian text, a few books about Qadhifat Zarqa’, and the city’s economic structure. Days had passed since he’d tried to ask Sabah to ally with him against his father, but the right time and words still hadn’t come to him.

“Wouldn’t it be easier to ask your betrothed about her city?” Ilderim asked as Rameses struggled to balance everything in his arms. He took a few of the scrolls that threatened to roll off the stack of books. “Shall I hold these for you?”

“No need. I can carry them,” Rameses replied and readjusted the books. “I could ask Sabah, but reading about it helps focus my thoughts. It’s odd that with all my charm and experience negotiating deals, I cannot find the words to ask Sabah such an important question—or perhaps I just don’t have enough courage.” I want to ask Serein to be there when I speak to Sabah. Perhaps she can give me better words to say.

“It seems that Sabah isn’t swayed by charm but rather honesty. Consider dropping all charming pretenses and speak plainly. As for courage, I think you have plenty. You only need to find how to access what you already have.”

Rameses smiled at his wali as they headed for the East Wing. “You always have the right words to say, Ilderim. Now, let’s drop off these copied pages for Serein.” He had folded up pages from the Illumination of Sarlyria inside the economic books. These chapters might yield something useful to us.

“This seems like something that could wait until tomorrow.”

“Perhaps, but I don’t know when she might be sent out again, and I want to make sure she gets them as soon as possible.”

The sound of shouting and clashing weapons echoed off the marble in the direction of the East Wing. Ilderim put a hand on his sword and stopped, turning toward the sounds.

“That sounds like fighting,” Rameses said, a pit forming in his stomach.

“We need to get you to your chambers,” Ilderim told him.

Out of the dim hallway, a guard stumbled toward them. He clutched his bleeding side, leaving a trail of blood behind him.

“Sayyidi!” he gasped, stopping to try and bow, but he doubled over to his knees.

“What happened?” Rameses dropped the books and rushed to the man’s side as Ilderim grabbed his arm to stop him. The loose scrolls rolled across the floor underfoot. He glanced back at his wali with a questioning look.

“We were attacked! Two of the guards turned on us,” the guard gasped. “We had heard fighting. Captain Stormheir was fighting a man following Xansas. He sent me to raise the alarm.”

Rameses’ blood ran cold at the mention of the assassin, and his gaze snapped back to the injured man. “Xansas is here? Where was he going?” he pressed. Was he going after Serein or my father?

“Your Highness, I insist we leave now. He said some guards turned on them, so we don’t know how many traitors are in the palace. It’s not safe out here,” Ilderim told him firmly.

“But Uriah and Serein could be in trouble. I cannot stand idly by while they’re in danger.”

“They’re fighters and can handle themselves. You don’t need to put yourself in unnecessary danger.”

“Xansas was fleeing the palace. He was carrying two children,” the guard said as he stood unsteadily.

“Go warn the other guards if you can then get to a healer,” Ilderim told him, and the man nodded before

“Serein’s wards?” Why would he take them? Is he going to hurt them to get back at her? Rameses thought, looking down the corridor. “Ilderim, I cannot leave them to fight Xansas alone. I don’t want to order you to let me go, but I will if I have to.”

He heard Ilderim sigh. “You don’t even have a sword.”

Rameses glanced back at his wali. “Then give me yours”—he held his hand out, swallowing the acidic taste of fear in the back of his throat—“because I’m not going to do nothing. I still know how to wield a blade well enough to not be totally useless.”

“It isn’t your place, Rameses,” Ilderim said as his mouth settled into a hard line, “but I see I can’t change your mind. My condition for allowing you to go is that if I tell you to leave, you’ll do so without question.”

“I will do as you ask.”

Ilderim unsheathed a curved knife hanging from his waist. “Here, you’ll need this.”

Rameses stared at his reflection in the blade. The dagger weighed heavy in his grasp.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.”

Gripping the weapon tightly, Rameses ran down the corridor. The sound of clashing swords slowed, and Uriah’s angry yell echoed off the marble. When Rameses and Ilderim neared the East Wing, Uriah was fighting with a hooded figure. Four bodies lay unmoving on the floor, and Ilderim pulled Rameses behind him, sword drawn. Uriah swung at the man’s legs, but his opponent dodged and rolled past him. He rose from his crouch and spirited toward the gardens before Uriah could stop him.

“Uriah!” Rameses yelled. He stared at the unsheathed blade in his friend’s hand, and the blood staining his leg. “Are you hurt?

Uriah’s head snapped to him, and he muttered a curse in Wendish. “You need to go to your chambers, Rameses!” he snapped, face hard. “Xansas and his assassins are in the palace. I don’t know who might be working with him, but he has at least three others helping him—some of them are dressed as guards.”

Rameses’ gaze dropped to the dead guards at his feet, a pool of red moving toward his sandal. His stomach churned, and he held back the bile threatening to rise up in his throat.

“Where is Serein?” Rameses asked, swallowing. The assassins could be anywhere. Anyone.

“She was upstairs fighting another assassin⁠—”

A dark figure raced down the stairs of the East Tower, causing Uriah and Ilderim to raise their weapons. Serein was disheveled, face pale and sweaty. Blood stained her hands and unsheathed dagger. She spared at glance at Uriah, Ramses, and the corpses. The look on her face sent chills down Rameses’ spine. He’d seen that same look when she was killing Fang.

“Where did he go?” she rasped.

“Toward the gardens,” Uriah said. “They had people disguised as guards.”

“He came in through the crypts. He’ll be heading to the church,” Serein told him before she took off running.

“Wait, Serein!” Uriah shouted and moved to follow, but staggered. He winced and gripped his injured leg.

Rameses helped steady him. “We need to get you to a healer,” he said.

“There’s no time. We can’t let Xansas get away. Serein can’t fight him alone.” Uriah grimaced as blood trickled down his trousers from the gash on his leg.

His friend stared off in the direction Serein had disappeared in, his brow tight. Rameses took Ilderim’s dagger and cut off the sleeve of his qamis. The tearing of fabric snapped Uriah from his trance.

“What are you doing?” he asked as Rameses wrapped the torn sleeve around the wound.

“It’s not much but hopefully it will help a little until you can get to a healer.” Rameses tightened the knot, feeling Uriah tense. “Is it too tight?”

“No…”

“You’re not a good liar,” Rameses muttered and stood, fingers sticky with blood. “If you’re going to fight injured, I’m coming with you. And I’m not going to hear you protest, Uriah. It will waste time, and Serein needs our help.” If I can get to Rasima’s training bow in the garden, I might be more useful—more than I will be with this dagger.

Uriah’s jaw tightened, but he only nodded. Wordlessly they headed for the gardens as the alarm bells rang out.
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Pale light streamed through the stained-glass dome of the Royal House of the Saints, spilling over the twisted olive tree in the center chamber. Serein’s gaze darted over the slumped shapes of priests and guards lying on the floor. A few guards were missing their uniforms and weapons. Her knuckles whitened around the hilts of her daggers as she searched for Xansas. Lanterns burned low along the twelve columns lining the sanctum, each one held up by a statue of a Divine Saint.

Serein tried to keep her breathing even and dispel the heaviness of the lingering drug clouding her mind. He must have killed all these people when he came in through the crypts and stolen some of the guard uniforms, she thought, the loud peach tolling of the alarm bells ringing in her ears. Hold on, my Sun and Stars. I’ll find you.

The air changed, and the hairs along her neck rose as someone came up from behind. Serein’s daggers met a sword as a man jumped up from the pile of bodies on the floor, torn priest’s robes shedding like snake’s skin. A wicked smile hung on the man’s light brown face as he crashed into her. The force sent her reeling back.

“I was wonderin’ when you’d show up, Serein,” Raxor said in a gravelly, iris-colored voice.

Thick leather and steel armor covered his torso and legs. His wide brown eyes remained focused on her, eager for blood. A pouch hung from Raxor’s belt, full of the finger bone trophies he took from victims. She knew there would be fresh, severed prizes from the bodies around her in the pouch.

Raxor pointed to his bald head inked with dark blue tattoos and old scars. “Short hair suits you, as do the new additions to your face. We have a lot of catchin’ up to do. It’ll be like old times when you were just a thin weed no higher than my waist.”

“It’ll be a quick catch up, like it was with Flynn before I killed him,” she replied.

She watched the sword in his hand, the blade singing orange against the air as Raxor twirled it around.

Ambidextrous. Fast and strong. Favors the sword and dagger, but experiments in hidden weaponry. From the looks of it he has branched out to copy Xansas’ claw weapons, she thought, eyeing the straight crude spikes attached to his gloves.

His mouth twisted, anger bubbling over into his sneer. “I think I’ll take part of your ear or maybe slice a little off your mouth. Flynn would like that. Why not a few fingers, eh?” Raxor stalked around her. “Xansas said not to kill you, but he didn’t say I couldn’t rough you up.”

She glared at him from over her dagger, the rage bubbling hot in her veins. Get out of my way!

“If you could kill with looks, then I might be dead.”

She spun on her heel to avoid his strike, whipping around to slash at his flank. The Sarlyrian blade deflected off the reinforced metal sides of his armor. Serein crouched low and blocked Raxor’s spiked fist. Flashes of training with him as a child came back to her, her body remembering his cruel blows and the smell of flesh on his breath when he got too close. She slashed upward with her left blade, the tip of the dagger slicing through his cheek. Raxor’s eyes widened as he moved away, touching the cut. He smiled at the blood and licked it off his fingers.

“You’ve gotten better⁠—”

Her daggers flashed through the air beneath the moonlight, arcing as she twisted around. Raxor jumped back over a body to avoid her attacks. He feinted and drove her back, hacking away at her escape openings. Serein slipped around Raxor’s sword and sliced her dagger between his armor near his hip. The assassin’s face changed into a dark mask of irritation as she twisted away.

A distant blue scream tore through Serein’s focus. Luca!

She whirled toward the hallway leading toward the crypts. She forgot about Raxor and ran toward Luca’s scream. Rage and fear writhed in her chest.

“You know better than to get distracted, Serein. You always had that flaw during training,” Raxor sneered.

He slammed into Serein from behind and knocked her to the ground. Her teeth rattled in her skull, and she bit the inside of her torn up cheek. Raxor grabbed her ankle, and hauled her toward him. Serein tried to twist onto her back and kick at him but missed.

“We aren’t done yet. What’s one child’s cry to you? Are you gettin’ soft?”

I’m not going to be stopped by a worm like Raxor!

The doors of the kanisa slammed open, and four soldiers rushed in with Uriah and Rameses leading the way. Raxor’s attention snapped to them, and Serein took advantage of his split-second distraction to drive the dagger into his hand. He snarled and released her, spittle flying from his lips as curses spilled out. Serein scrambled to her feet and swayed as the blood rushed to her head.

“Serein!” The green word shot across the church over the deep peach sound of the bells.

Sword in hand, Uriah advanced toward Raxor, the guards spreading out to box the man in. Ilderim shielded Rameses and held his sword level in front of him. Rameses held a bow in his hand, a quiver slung over his shoulder.

Blood dripped down Raxor’s fingers. “Don’t you want to stay and watch me peel his skin from his flesh?” he asked Serein with a laugh.

She hesitated for a moment, caught between wanting to kill Raxor and go after Xansas. The black beast bayed for blood, regardless of whose was spilled first.

Why is Rameses with him? That complicates things. She noticed Uriah favoring his left leg and the makeshift tourniquet. And he’s injured. He won’t be able to face Raxor alone, but I’m wasting time here.

Serein gave Uriah a backward glance before racing down the hallway lined with qaris death plaques. The passageway leading to the underground was open, and Serein grabbed a lit torch from the wall, charging down into the depths. The humid exhale of the catacomb chilled the sweat against her skin.

My Sun and Stars…I’m coming for you. The thought pounded against her skull in time with the throbbing pain of a growing headache. I’ll cut down anyone who stands in my way.

Puddles splashed beneath her boots, throwing a splattering of purple along the crumbling walls of the narrow tunnel. The smell of burning oil from the lit lamps mixed with the reek of decay and stagnant water. Shadows moved over the tombs as Serein followed the passageways, the firelight popping out of the corner of her eye. She kept her dagger held up in front of her, listening for Astra and Luca’s voices amidst each opaque purple drip and coral skittering of rats. Tiny eyes glowed from the shadows, and the light turned cobwebs into russet threads.

She moved through the catacombs, looking for any sign of Xansas. The low light made it hard to see footprints against the ground. He was close enough for me to hear Luca, and he won’t be able to move very fast while carrying both of them without Nero’s help, especially if they’re conscious.

A twisted lock of brown hair on the ground caught her attention. She swallowed her heart back down into her chest as she picked up the braid. Astra’s familiar beads were still threaded through the strands. The image of Xansas touching Astra sickened Serein. She peered down the unlit section of the catacombs. Even the stale breeze seemed to warn her that she was walking into a trap.

As Serein rose to continue farther into the tunnel, a knife flew at her from the darkness. She whipped her dagger up and deflected the attack and dropped the torch. The blade clattered off the wall with a metallic orange clang. Serein darted back, her weapons raised. A figure shifted out of the shadows, illuminated by the sputtering torchlight. She ground her teeth together as she felt Xansas getting farther away.

Right-handed throw. Knives. Mayte? I don’t have time to deal with her. “Well, Mayfly, seems like Xansas doesn’t think you’re completely useless. Did he like the scar I gave you?” Serein asked.

She is in the way. Kill her! the darkness growled.

“I’ve never been useless, Serein,” came the raspy voice. It splattered the air with muddy brown splotches. “Master Xansas found me to help him.”

The angry red scar that ran across Mayte’s throat was visible in the low light, the rest of her face hidden in the shadows. Two knives were clutched in her hands.

“You’re only a means to an end. Little mayflies don’t have any use except to die.” Provoke her into attacking and end this quickly. I’ll make sure to cut deep enough this time.

“You’re wrong!” Mayte shouted and charged at Serein.

Serein danced around Mayte’s blades. She felt the rage pouring out through the steel. Mayte jabbed at Serein’s right side, trying to force her against the wall. Each swipe seemed to happen faster than Serein could register. As Mayte moved to slice upward, Serein found an opening and punched her stomach. Mayte doubled over, cursing and spitting. Serein’s fist connected with cartilage, feeling her nose give way with a blue crunch. A brown moan trickled out, and dark blood ran down Mayte’s lips.

The woman tried to stab at her, but Serein shoved Mayte against the wall, driving her dagger into Mayte’s right shoulder. The blade scraped against bone, and Mayte’s scream ripped through the tunnel. The knife clattered to the ground as she let it go. Serein slashed at Mayte’s other hand, slicing deep until she dropped her other weapon. She twisted the dagger deeper into Mayte’s shoulder and held the other blade under her chin.

“Did you think you could pretend to live a pampered life?” Mayte spat, struggling in Serein’s grasp. Tears formed around the corners of Mayte’s eyes as the bitter words tumbled out. “And children? Don’t make me laugh! You’re a monster just like the rest of us.”

Blackness overcame Serein’s vision, and her body moved before her next breath came out. Serein punched Mayte in the throat and let her collapse on the ground, gasping for air.

“I should kill you,” Serein told her. But I’ve wasted enough time on her.

Mayte crawled along the slimy floor, grabbing Serein’s ankle as she turned to walk away. Brown eyes glared up at her, smoldering with rage and tears.

“Why…don’t you? You’ve always…wanted to. You had the chance at the Aikhtiar, but you didn’t. You’re weak! Those children have made you weak”

Serein bent down and grabbed Mayte by her throat, feeling the hitching breath squirm under her fingers.

Kill her! The black words thundered through Serein’s bones.

With a shout, she slammed Mayte’s head into the stones. Mayte crumpled and fell at Serein’s feet. Serein took out the cord from her pouch, cut it in half, and tied up Mayte’s wrists and ankles. She left the still-breathing Mayte behind and charged ahead into the dark tunnels, abandoning the dying torch.

The guards will find her, and she’ll have to face Sethos’ wrath, Serein thought. That’ll be worse than anything I could do to her.

Serein’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she felt along the damp walls. She waited for another assassin to lunge from the shadows, but she only heard the coral squeaking of rats and her own breathing. Large stones and half-finished mortar blocked the passageway ahead of her. She found a gaping hole in the bricks that was big enough to crawl through. The smell of salt water hit her nose.

Aquifers or a hidden seaside cave? I didn’t think there was one this close to the church. Xansas probably found a way in and used this abandoned tunnel. This is a much older part of the catacombs.

Serein slipped through the opening into a vaulted cavern. Orange light flickered off the moss-covered walls and the rows of broken tombs. In the distance, water lapped against stone. The ground beneath her boots was slick with a perpetual dampness. The columns supporting the rough-hewn ceiling were blackened with age. She gripped her weapons tightly, prepared to spring whatever trap lay ahead.

A rounded chamber opened, light emanating from the lantern hung from a rusted hook on the wall. Xansas sat on a cracked crypt across from her, stroking Astra’s head as she sat on his knee, her eyes wide. Luca lay unconscious next to him, his small body curled. The sight knocked the breath from Serein. All she could hear was the roaring of her blood and the black beast in her ears. Serein flexed her fingers around the hilts of the daggers, eyes boring into Xansas. The salty air stung the inside of her nose, too thick to inhale.

“The boy woke up much faster than I expected. Don’t worry, he’s only sleeping,” Xansas said, his white voice curling around Astra. “You had me fooled, thinking you only had one child. What are their names? Zeru and Abarron aren’t their real ones.”

“Mama…” Astra choked, the orange word trembling as she shook like a leaf. Tears stained her cheeks and the front of her nightgown was stained with urine.

“It’s alright. I’m here,” Serein told her in Sarlyrian. Get him away from Luca and Astra. Then kill him, she thought. Where is Nero? Did he go off to try and kill Sethos or is he lying in wait?

Xansas brushed aside Astra’s hair, exposing the patch where her braid had been cut. “They have your eyes. She reminds me of how you looked when I found you all those years ago. The resemblance is striking,” he said. “I’m surprised you were able to convince these fools they were your wards.”

“If you hurt them⁠—”

Xansas’ hand settled on Astra’s shoulder, turning Serein’s blood to ice. “That would defeat the purpose, volchitsa. I want us to be a family since you denied me that right when you ran away. But it’s not too late to have the future we were always meant to have.”

“They’re not yours!” The yellow shout resonated off the old stones.

“They’re mine just as much as they’re yours.” The sharp edge of anger rose with his words as he met her glare. “Do you know how painful it was when you left? And then finding out you left with my children? That was cruel, Serein.”

“I left to get away from you,” she said.

His jaw clenched. “After everything I did for you—for love—why do you treat me like this? I came back for you so that you can be free of this place,” he told her.

“You think what you did to me was love? You’re insane.”

The black and white snakes along his arm rippled as he lowered it. He picked Astra up and set her down, standing behind her trembling form. Nausea roiled in Serein’s stomach as she held her breath.

“I didn’t want it to happen this way. You chose to leave. I wanted you to choose me. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

Don’t let him stall. Kill him! the beast snarled, rabid. Tear his lying tongue out!

Serein raised the Twins, and the pleading expression on Xansas’ face changed. Luca’s eyes fluttered open, and he raised his head, looking around. Xansas kept a firm hand on Astra’s shoulder, the Viper’s Teeth near her throat. Serein didn’t know what poison he had coated them in, but she had seen men die in agony from one scratch. He guided Luca off the altar and held onto the boy’s shoulder as he struggled to stand upright.

“Mama…?” Luca mumbled in sleepy blue, blinking.

“It’s alright, my Sun. I’m here,” Serein told him, limbs frozen. He has no intention of letting them go even if I agree to go with him. He knows they are my weakness. I can’t do anything.

Her son looked at Xansas and started crying. “Be a good boy and stand next to your sister. Don’t move or I’ll kill both of you,” Xansas said, grinning. Luca stumbled and clutched his sister’s arm. “I wonder if they might in time develop your skills as well. Think of what fine assassins they could become with the proper guidance.”

“Xansas, let them go,” Serein told him.

He cocked a pale eyebrow at her. “You must truly love them if you’re willing to say something so useless.”

She felt herself crumbling under his gaze as he searched her face, uncovering the truth until it lay exposed like a bleeding wound. Serein lowered her weapons. Helplessness tightened around her neck.

“Mama, please!” Astra begged, cheeks glistening with tears.

“Xansas,” Serein whispered, “please don’t hurt them.”

Xansas’ grin vanished, replaced with wide-eyed astonishment. “They are your weakness,” he muttered, wielding the realization like a blade. “The one thing that can stop the fearsome Grinning Assassin…You would come with me if it meant their safety?”

“Yes.” The scars screamed at the word leaving her mouth.

A wild light flared in his green eyes as he ushered Luca and Astra forward. “I always knew you’d come back to me.” He said the words like a prayer. “I know in time you can come to love me as you love these children. Will you love me, Serein?”

Burning acid carved its way through her mouth. “I will love you.”

He let out a sigh, his mouth curling into a smile. “Say it again, Serein,” Xansas told her. “Say it.”

No. Please stop, Serein begged, mouth dry, and knuckles whitening around the dagger hilts until the bones in her hands ached. Her stomach threatened to throw up its contents as the dizziness slammed into her. “I love you.”

Xansas closed his eyes. “Which of our children do you think will make a better assassin?” he asked. “Personally, I think it’ll be this one.” Xansas looked down at Astra, smiling as she cried. “She’s how I remember you when we first met. So young and full of potential, fighting to survive and coming out of the fire a weapon. Perhaps one day she’ll be as deadly as you—maybe even more fearsome. The boy, however, seems too soft. Such a shame.”

Before Serein could move, Xansas took a thin knife from the bracer around his wrist and stabbed it into Luca’s sternum. Luca wailed and crumpled to the ground. Serein’s body fissured, and a scream erupted from the deepest part of her. Yellow, blue, and orange sliced through the air. Xansas rolled him away from the tomb with his boot. She couldn’t process the sight of the knife hilt sticking out of her son or the blood staining his clothes. Astra broke free from Xansas, reaching for her brother. The blades clattered to the floor as Serein ran to Luca.

“Luca?! Luca!” Serein screamed.

She gathered Luca in her arms, rocking him back and forth as he writhed, red blood and blue cries streaming from his mouth. Her words tumbled out, useless to bind the wound. Luca stared up at her with terrified eyes. Astra kneeled next to them, sobbing and holding her brother’s hand.

“It hurts!” Luca shrieked and coughed up blood.

“Luca’s hurt! What do we do?” Astra sobbed.

“It’s going to be alright, Luca,” Serein said, smoothing back his hair as his pained cries filled her ears. They cut deeper than any blade. I don’t know what to do. Pulling the blade out will cause him to bleed out, but it sounds like a lung has been punctured. He doesn’t have much time. Not enough time to escape to get a healer. The helplessness crushed her, and she struggled to think straight.

Xansas stood back and watched, leaning against the crypt. “Sons can’t be trusted. They become treacherous. He would’ve turned on us as he grew older,” he muttered to himself.

“Serein!” The green word bled through the chaos of colors, but Serein didn’t look away from Luca.

Xansas drew another knife and stepped past Serein. “This is a family affair, Captain.”

“Serein, take the children and get out of here!” Uriah shouted at her, but the words sounded far away.

The white and green voices were garbled in Serein’s ears as she tried to staunch the bleeding, bloodied hands shaking.

“Xansas Regor, I’m placing you under arrest,” Uriah said. “Your other assassin has been killed. There’s nowhere left to run.”

She remained rooted to the floor, afraid to move Luca. “Luca, I’m here, my Sun. Stay with me,” she whispered, feeling the frantic pulse weaken as she cradled him against her chest.

“Serein won’t be leaving,” Xansas said, voice sharp.

Luca’s eyelids fluttered as his breathing grew shallower. His skin was clammy against her hands, and a shadow fell over him. Behind the crypt, Death loomed. She’d forgotten that he had been following her, souls glowing through his robes. His saddened face made her heart twist fearfully. He clutched the silver piece of wood in his hand and moved around the tomb, drawing closer.

“No…” Serein said and tried to shield Luca. “Stay away. You can’t have him!”

“You know I must. He’s in pain,” Death said, his ancient silvery voice blocking out everything else around her. “He’ll be at peace and be waiting for you when it’s your time, child.”

“No! You can’t take him away from me!” Serein shouted and his visage blurred behind her tears.

Luca went still, leaving Serein with her own heartbeat thundering in her ears. One last blue exhale brushed her cheek, and the world shifted underneath her. Serein’s trembling fingers brushed the hair from Luca’s face. Death’s hand brushed against Luca’s head.

“No…”

“Luca! Wake up!” Astra cried and shook her brother’s shoulder.

No! Not my Sun. Don’t take him from me! Don’t take anything else from me!

Serein howled, burying her face against Luca’s as tears rolled onto his still-warm cheeks. Her body rocked back and forth, bending under the crushing weight bearing down on her. Uriah’s shouts mixed with the orange clanging of metal.

“I’m so sorry, child,” Death told her.

Out of the deafening silence, a faint opalescent pulse sprang to life under Luca’s skin. It sang like a heartbeat. She froze and listened as the magic grew louder. She pulled out the knife carefully and pushed up Luca’s nightshirt, pressing down on the wound as blood still dribbled out. The glowing threads moved through his veins and knotted around his sternum. The bleeding stopped and the skin knit together slowly. A quiet blue breath clouded on Luca’s lips as Death withdrew his hand, and Serein could finally breathe again.

Death gave her a faint smile. “Seems the Lights have favored him,” he told her. “May he live a long life before we meet again.”

Serein looked at Astra’s tear-streaked face with a smile. “He’s alive, my Stars,” she whispered. Magic? But how…? Was this Luca’s magic? she thought. He’s alive, and I don’t care how.

“Why aren’t his eyes open?” Astra asked, her sobs tapering off.

“I don’t know.”

Astra went to say Luca’s name, but Serein held a bloodied finger up to her lips, heart racing as she clutched Luca closer. She took Astra’s hand, kissing her forehead, tears still falling down her face. Serein lowered Luca to the ground and reached for her daggers.

She glanced over her shoulder at Xansas and Uriah. Xansas stood with his back to her, weapons in hand. Uriah bled from a wound across his arm, grimacing. She couldn’t tell if the cut was from Xansas or Raxor.

“When I tell you to run, run. Use your gift to hide yourself once you leave the chamber. Leave through the crypts until you get to the beach. Go to Rajiya’s house. I’ll meet you there,” Serein whispered to Astra. I have to get them out of here and out of the city. And I can’t leave Xansas alive. I don’t know where the rest of Uriah’s soldiers or Rameses are, but hopefully no one will block the tunnels. “Now. Run!”

Astra bolted for the entrance of the chamber, and Serein sprang to her feet, stabbing at Xansas’s unprotected back with his own knife. He whirled around and the blade only sliced his side, eyes meeting hers with surprise. Uriah swung his sword to strike Xansas down, but the White Snake dodged and rolled out of reach away from the crypt. The Captain moved to Serein’s side, his breaths ragged and green eyes darting to Luca’s unconscious body lying behind Serein.

As Uriah opened his mouth to speak, Xansas spotted Astra fleeing and sprang toward her. His blades flashed under the lantern light, and Serein’s heart nearly stopped in her chest.

“Astra!” Serein shouted, preparing to lunge at Xansas.

Her daughter glanced behind her and screamed as Xansas reached out to grab her. She vanished, and Xansas stopped, looking around as lilac-colored footfalls grew farther away. Serein kept her weapons raised.

“So, her name is Astra.” The sound of her name coming from his mouth made Serein nauseous. “Our daughter has true talent. Magic. Seems she got your Ravanassë blood,” Xansas said, eyes widening with excitement. Blood trickled down his right side. “Think of it, an assassin who can’t be seen.”

“You won’t touch her,” Serein said, wiping the tears from her eyes.  Lights protect Astra and let her remember how to get to Rajiya’s house.

“Do you really find me that repulsive?”

Angry shadows crept onto his face while his white words billowed like smoke around him. He took a step forward, and Serein backed away toward Luca.

“Have you forgotten that I gave you everything? Everything you could ever want or need I gave you. All the training I poured into you because you had rare potential. I did it out of love for you.”

“You did it out of greed!” She glowered at him. The effects of the drug finally lifted, her mind clearing. “Where are Rameses and the other soldiers?” she whispered to Uriah in Wendish without taking her eyes off Xansas. The White Snake remained blocking the exit to the chamber, anger seething off him.

“Raxor is dead. Rameses sent the other guards to secure the church while I came to find you. Two came with me and apprehended Mayte. I don’t know where the other assassin went.”

She turned back to her unconscious son, gathering him in her arms. His heartbeat pulsing beneath her fingers steadied her. Color rose in Luca’s cheeks and his breathing grew stronger.

“Take Luca and get him to Rajiya.” My Sun. I’m so sorry. Lights forgive me. I never wanted this for you. If no one else is coming, this is my only chance to get Luca to safety and end Xansas.

“I can’t let you to face Xansas by yourself,” Uriah protested, face speckled with blood.

“I’m not asking. Please, Uriah,” she said, her gaze darting to him. “Luca was injured. Rajiya can help him.”

“Why not the palace healers? It’s too dangerous⁠—”

“Remember your vow!” Her voice shook as she yelled. “Please. I can’t lose him.”

Hesitating, Uriah looked back at Xansas before he nodded. He took Luca in his arm and cradled him against his shoulder, his sword raised in his other hand.

“I’ll send soldiers here and return as soon as I can,” Uriah told her, strands of red hair sticking to his sweaty face.

“I’ll finish this quickly,” Serein said, shielding Uriah as he backed out of the chamber.

Xansas watched the captain leave with narrowed eyes. “It’s just you and me now, Xansas. Like you always wanted. This is where you’re going to die.”

“You didn’t used to hate me, Serein,” Xansas said, looking back at her. “You were devoted to me.”

Serein’s rage resurfaced, the black beast feeding off her painful memories. She inched closer, looking for a chance to strike. “I was a child you took advantage of! Then I realized what kind of monster you were.”

“What about these men that you ally yourself with? They were the ones who burned your home and killed your mother. They tried to kill you, too. And I’m a monster? They don’t see your potential like I do, Serein. I’m the only one who’s ever cared about you.”

Her scars burned, and her anger threatened to claw out of them. “You marked me up and branded me like an animal!” she shouted. “You called it love, but it was cruelty.” Slice his throat. Go for the eyes. Cut out his tongue. Stab his heart! Slice him open until he begs for death.

“I only wanted to make you better. And I did. I forged you into something great, my volchitsa. I knew when I first saw you that you would do great things—that we would do great things together. How can you not see that?” Xansas asked, face twisting in anguish.

“I’m not yours.”

The beast snapped free and unleashed the years of pent-up wrath. Serein fell upon Xansas with steel and hatred, everything inside her screaming for his blood. He blocked both daggers with the short sword he drew from his side. His face was a mixture of pride and hurt.

“That’s the fire that gives me chills. You don’t know how much I’ve missed it,” Xansas said.
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Uriah slowed his pace as he turned down another tunnel that opened up into another catacomb. Pain throbbed along his arm where Raxor’s sword had sliced through it, the blood gluing his sleeve to his skin. Two soldiers had been killed by Raxor before Rameses had shot the assassin in the chest. He could still smell the blood hanging in the inner sanctum of the church, and the horrified look on Rameses’ face.

Stopping, he lowered Luca onto the stone slab of one of the crypts where a lamp still burned. He lifted the boy’s tunic, checking for the source of the blood. Luca’s red-stained chest rose and fell in a weak but steady rhythm, but he couldn’t find a wound under the flickering light.

I thought he was wounded. Where did all the blood come from? What kind of monster would stab his own child? Uriah thought, biting the inside of his cheek. The sound of clashing steel rang out in the distance. I can’t leave Serein to fight them on her own while protecting Luca. And Astra just…vanished…

Footsteps echoed off the walls, and Uriah raised his sword. “Uriah!”

Rameses rounded the corner, knife in hand, and Ilderim close behind. He came to a halt, spotting Uriah.

“Thank the Saints I found you. You’re covered in blood. Are you hurt?” Rameses’ looked at Luca, eyes wide. “Is Abarron injured? Saints! Is he…?”

“The boy is alive, but I need to get him to Rajiya. I told you to go back to your chambers,” Uriah said as he picked Luca up again. “It’s not safe here.” Too stubborn for his own good. We have Mayte in custody, but the other one is still unaccounted for.

“I cannot sit around after killing…” Rameses’ voice wavered as he swallowed, a haunted look appearing on his face that Uriah had seen too many times on soldiers. “After what I did to that assassin.”

“You did what you had to do, Rameses. We stopped them from harming anyone else.”

“Did you find Serein? Is Xansas dead?”

“Serein is fighting him. Zeru escaped, but Xansas stabbed Abarron. She told me to take him to Rajiya.”

“He stabbed a child?” Rameses looked sick. “Why take him there and not to a palace healer?”

“I don’t know, but once I get the boy to a healer, I’m going to go back and help her.” The fear and anger in her eyes had left him conflicted, once again feeling torn between duty and wanting to stay at her side.

“It might be too late. I’ll take Abarron and you go back and help Serein. She cannot fight Xansas on her own,” Rameses told him and handed the knife back to Ilderim.

Uriah hesitated for a moment as Rameses held his arms out to take Luca. “Once you get there, don’t leave until the bells stop ringing and the all clear signal is given.”

“I don’t think it’s wise to leave the palace grounds, regardless of what Serein wishes,” Ilderim said, eyes darting around the tunnel.

“Serein must have a good reason for wanting to bring the boy there,” Rameses replied.

“Is Luca going to be alright?” came quiet Sarlyrian from behind.

All three men whirled around as Astra appeared out of nowhere, her clothes torn and bloodied. She wiped away her tears and reached for Luca’s limp hand.

“He’s alive. I thought Serein told you to run,” Uriah said. Where did she come from? I didn’t hear or see her approach. Xansas said she had magic? That’s not possible…is it? “Your m—Serein will be fine. Rameses will take you back to the palace where it’s safe.”

“I won’t let anything happen to you or your brother,” Rameses told Astra as he took Luca in his arms. “Stay close, Zeru.”

“Don’t…let her see what’s in the church,” Uriah whispered.

Rameses nodded, his face lined with worry. “I won’t. Stay safe, Uriah. Make sure you both come back.”

“I will.” Xansas is capable of anything and who knows who else he might have in the palace, Uriah thought and watched Rameses leave with the children. I have to stop Serein from getting hurt or worse…

Xansas skirted behind the tomb as Serein slashed at his torso. Unfettered rage guided her attacks as the moment of his death played over in her head. He dove over the coffin, slashing at her shoulder as he moved passed, the tip of his sword ripping through her tunic. Death continued to watch, lingering in the shadows. She was eager to see him pluck the slithering white soul from Xansas when the life drained from his eyes.

“I wonder what your children would think if they knew how bloodthirsty you really are, Serein,” Xansas said, the white voice torn apart by the whirling blades.

Kill him! Kill him! Tear out his heart! The black chant raged on, drumming through her blood as she whirled around to block his attack.

“I wanted you to choose me!” he shouted. “I gave you that chance!”

Serein gritted her teeth together, her back pressed against the stone slab. His blade moved closer to her face. “I’ll never choose you,” she hissed.

“You say that, but you know that without me you would be dead.”

She moved to the left and his sword clanged against the top of the tomb. Serein aimed at his right side before he could swing the weapon around, but he used his bracer to deflect the attack.

“After what you did to me, I wished I was dead,” Serein hissed. “You raped, mutilated, and tortured me until all I wanted was to die.”

As she tried to disengage, Xansas slammed her back against the tomb. He flicked out a hidden shiv from his bracer and rammed it into Serein’s thigh. Pain knocked the breath from her, and the force rattled her thoughts, stars exploding behind her eyes. Fire coursed through her leg with jagged teeth followed by a tingling sensation that shot through her nerves.

Gympie poison and some sort of snake venom. Painful paralysis. Not much time. I need to kill him now, she thought as his shadow fell over her. Fiery numbness spread to both her legs and a trickle of panic rose up.

“I recall it differently.” Xansas repeated and grabbed her throat before she could attack. “You enjoyed it. I remember how you responded to my touch and how you clung to me. Your body didn’t lie.”

“I never wanted any of that!” Serein gasped.

“Then why did you take my hand that day?!” Xansas shouted, squeezing her throat tighter.

Black spots swarmed around the corners of her vision. “I was a child who was dying! I wanted to live.”

His touch made her skin crawl, and sweat broke out across her body. The strong fingers squeezed, and she struggled to draw a breath. She let go of one of her daggers to claw at his hand, but his grip was like iron. He pinned her other arm down with the flat edge of his sword. Xansas leaned over her, his breath dripping onto her face. Beneath her rage, the old fear broke free and began to drown out the black beast. In an instant she was taken back to his chambers all those years ago, unable to fight him off as pieces of herself had been ripped away—a child trapped in the coils of a snake.

“I don’t understand, Serein,” Xansas said, his voice softening. “We could have killed Sethos together, and you would have had your revenge. You want to throw everything away for what? Some prince and playing the role of the king’s pet? You were made for so much for than that, my volchitsa.”

“I am, but not with you!”

Serein wrapped her uncoordinated legs around his waist and his hold on her throat loosened for a moment. She rammed her head against his nose. She ripped herself free as Xansas recoiled, and she sliced through his chest, opening a stream of blood. His sword cut the inside of her left arm. The edges of her peripheral blurred as the drug moved up into her stomach and arms. She gripped the edge of the tomb to keep herself upright. Blood ran down Xansas’ face. Beyond him, Death rolled the silver piece of wood over in his hand, his expression solemn.

You can only take one of us, and I’ll give you him! she thought, homing in on the singular focus thrumming in her veins. Serein yanked the shiv from her leg and tossed it aside. Blood ran down her thigh and pooled onto the floor.

“It doesn’t matter to me who comes first. Everything returns to me eventually,” Death told her.

Xansas touched the red streaming from his nose. “Do you prefer that red-haired captain over me?” he asked, spitting a bloody glob on the ground. “Or perhaps that prince? Is that why you’re so keen to stay here? Because you have feelings for them?”

Serein shifted her weight onto the balls of her feet, but the wound in her thigh screamed in protest. He advanced, and she staggered out of the way of his attack, but stumbled as her legs buckled. Xansas grabbed Serein’s arm and smashed the hilt of his sword into her wound.

Groaning, Serein flipped the left Twin around to slash upward, his image doubling. The attack missed his throat, cutting through the inside of his right arm instead. The twin snakes bled, their bodies severed. She pulled herself free and turned to face him.

Kill him! Slice him up! her body screamed as she charged at him again.

“When I found out that you had left…” Xansas panted, snaking around her blades, “I tore apart the Citadel looking for you.”

His sword caught her in the side, the blade denting the cuirass armor. The blow knocked Serein off balance, but she latched onto his right arm and drove her dagger under his armpit, missing the intended artery. His white yell rattled her ears and flecks of his blood splattered her cheeks. Xansas grabbed Serein and pried her hand away from the slick handle of her blade. He threw her against the ground, and she lay disoriented on the slick stones.

“I had men searching day and night for you!” Pain contorted his features as he slid the blade out, pale skin painted red. “It was like you carved out my heart right from my chest. You left. Pregnant with my children! I was hurt and angry with you. How could you do that to me?!”

Serein coiled her body and grasped the front of his tunic, trying to wrestle him to the ground. “Every scar reminded me of how easy it was,” she hissed. “I’ve dreamed of different ways to kill you.”

“You think you’re strong enough now to kill me, Serein?” he breathed, gripping her hand. “If you had no weaknesses, then you could, but those children hold you back. It’d be better if they were dead. Then you’d become a thing of beautiful ruination.”

He dropped his sword and sank the Viper’s Teeth into her side between the sections of armor, tearing into the scarred flesh. Serein screamed as she turned to attack, but he blocked her strike and kicked her legs out from under her. The stones scraped against her cheeks, glass cracking inside the side pouch she rolled onto. She tried to right herself, but her trembling arms wouldn’t support her weight.

“There’s no place you can go where I won’t find you. Even in death I’ll come after you. For all of eternity you are mine,” Xansas told her.

Serein’s fingers twitched and threatened to release the dagger as her strength bled out. She urged her body to get up, but heaviness pressed down on her limbs and the pain from the poison set her nerves on fire.

No! Not yet! I won’t let him win! It can’t end like this.

She looked at the other Twin lying a few feet away next to Xansas’ sword. Something wet trickled down her hip and opalescent singing pulsed through the ground. The threads swam toward her and circled around her. Blinking, the colored strands of her strained breaths, Xansas’ muffled words, and the faint crackling of the flame in the lantern grew brighter to the point that it hurt her eyes.

Xansas’ face filled Serein’s blurring vision as he straddled her. She winced as the sudden weight pressed against her wound. “In time you’ll know why I did these things.” His bloodied fingers stroked her cheek. “It was all for love, Serein. It’s always been for you.”

“No!” Serein screamed.

The world went black, and she grabbed the white strands surrounding him. She heard the old song of the earth call to her, filling the air with the sparkling tenor of magic. The sensation at Baltha Gorge, and the echoes in her dreams settled into place. Serein whispered the song and the magic answered.

Xansas’ body stopped, and he went rigid. She clenched her fist around the threads and threw them aside. He crashed into the wall, shattering ancient vases and a wooden bench. Serein hauled herself to her feet, swaying as she pulled on the cords swirling around Xansas. He strained to get up but was held down.

Veins bulged along his neck. “What…what are you doing?!” he hissed through his teeth.

Electric fire hummed through her blood as she dragged Xansas across the ground to the tomb, leaving behind a trail of blood. The pain of her wounds and the drug were gone, and she couldn’t tell where her flesh began, and the magic ended. She waded through the sea of its song, drinking it in. Power, old and cascading, took hold. Xansas clawed at the ground, trying to wrench himself free as she hurtled him into the coffin. The stone finally cracked.

Kill him! We’ve waited so long for this moment! the black beast told her, its voice tangible as if it was speaking in her ear.

Serein flicked her wrist and brought Xansas to his knees. His fear burned white hot against her skin, and she felt his heart thrashing inside his ribcage. Every bone was fragile as glass, straining against the power pressing down on them. The scar across her chest ached as invisible claws tried to dig their way out.

“Serein.” White mixed with the blood running down Xansas’ chin. “Magic!?”

A grin spread across her face. She stood over the man prostrated before her, one breath away from crushing every part of him.

“My volchitsa,” Xansas whispered, firelight swimming in his eyes.

“I’m not yours,” she said.

Her dagger moved before he could speak, opening his throat. Red gushed down pale skin and drenched the stones. The cord holding the leather pouch was severed and fell to the ground. The magic flickered out, and left her feeling hollow. Xansas collapsed against the tomb, sucking in gurgling breaths of air. He clutched his throat, eyes locked onto Serein’s face. His lips moved as he struggled to get his final words out.

No last words for a monster, she thought.

With a scream, Serein drove the blade into his heart. He grabbed her arm, fingers digging into her skin. A garbled scream tried to make its way out of his torn throat, but the sound died as the light flickered out in his eyes. Serein stared at him, the image of her dreams finally a reality.

“Dead…He’s dead. I killed him,” Serein whispered, tasting the words on her dry tongue. “The White Snake is finally dead.”

A manic laugh bubbled up in her throat, shaking her body until it morphed into an enraged scream. She plunged the dagger into his chest again. Viscera and blood coated her as she turned his body into a mass of torn flesh, her screams tearing her throat raw.

Cut the head off the snake to make sure it’s dead, but beware the head that still may bite.

Arms heavy and trembling, Serein took his sword and hacked through his neck. The empty green eyes watched her. When the head snapped from the spine, Serein let the sword drop, her breaths labored. Her scream faded and left her in deafening silence, tasting blood and tears. Red, sticky hands laid open in her lap, looking like the hands of someone else.

Death bent down and picked up the white soul. His silver words blurred as her vision spun. Red and black danced across her eyes, and she crumpled to the ground. Xansas’ unseeing gaze stared at her as they lay side by side. Gray footsteps and a green voice chased after Serein’s consciousness as she sank into darkness.
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Warm hands reached for Serein through the deep waters she floated through, drawing her back to the surface. Muted colors pulsed in the darkness like fireflies. Bright sunlight hit her eyes as she awoke. She attempted to sit up, but an ache ran through her body, her head pounding. Her mouth was dry, her throat hurting when she swallowed.

“Mama!”

Blue and orange Sarlyrian cut through the lingering haze of sleep. She looked over to see Luca and Astra sitting on another cot pushed next to hers. A white curtain was drawn around the cots, and the strong smell of herbs and incense filled her nose.

“My Sun and Stars,” she rasped. Tears pricked her eyes and for a moment she thought she was dreaming until she touched their faces. Safe. They’re safe. “Luca, are you hurt?”

He shook his head, and they hugged her neck. “No. It’s gone,” Luca said, touching his stomach.

“You’ve been asleep for a long time,” Astra added.

She tried to sit up and winced as pain shot through her right leg, leaving a prickling trail all the way up to her armpits. “Have I?” That’ll take time to heal. I don’t know how long I’ve been unconscious, she thought, moving aside the sheet to inspect the bandage wrapped around her leg.

Xansas’ severed head and his blood seeping out along the tombs of the catacomb knocked the air from her lungs. The white voice fading, green eyes staring into eternity. Hands slick with his blood as the knife flashed in the dark. Her scream ringing in her ears. Serein pushed the images away, shivering in the loose, tan nightgown she wore.

She stared at her hands. No blood. He’s dead. I killed him. Xansas is dead. He won’t hurt anyone anymore. The fog lifted from her thoughts, but a cold unease remained. It filled the hollow void where she thought relief would be. Why are Luca and Astra here? Could Uriah not get them out of the palace?

“Is that man…gone?” Luca asked quietly, and the images disappeared as the blue word washed them away. Fear swam in his blue eyes.

Serein pulled him close and kissed his brow. She clung to the sound of his pulse, the image of his blood-stained body still fresh in her mind.

“Yes. He’ll never hurt you again. You’re safe now.” Luca almost died. They both have been wounded and know fear. I failed to keep them from that. That room will hold dark memories for them that they’ll carry around with them for a long time. Guilt gnawed at her empty stomach as she remembered the blood, Xansas and Flynn, and Rizwana’s dying breaths.

“Why did that man come after us? Why did he say he was our father?” Astra asked.

The drawing turned into a sharp jab. “Xansas wanted to hurt me, so he tried to hurt you,” Serein replied. “And he…is—was your father, but he never deserved to be called that.”

“Did you kill him?” Luca’s quiet voice ushered in a breath of silence.

“Yes. I had to before he hurt anyone else.” Serein reached for his hand, and he flinched when she touched him. Her stomach twisted. “Do you hate me?”

Tears caught in his lashes, and he latched onto her. “No,” he said. “I’m scared.”

She wrapped her arms around him, salty tears soaking through her clothes. “I know. I’m so sorry. The fear will be there, but I’m here,” she whispered, kissing the top of his head. I watched him die. I almost lost him. Xansas and most of his assassins may be gone, but this place isn’t safe. There will be consequences to this, and I won’t let them be caught up in it. And it may be time for me to leave this place as well.

“Do your wounds hurt?” Luca asked, wiping away his tears.

“A little, but I’ll be fine.”

Luca touched her leg and magic hummed, the opalescent notes gathering at his fingertips. Warmth spread through her wound and soaked up the pain. A dull itching sensation was left behind before the magic faded, and exhaustion shadowed his face.

“I told you not to use your gifts. It’s not safe here,” she whispered, and worry splashed her like cold water. She brushed his disheveled hair behind his ears. “But thank you. My leg feels better.” The infirmary is too open. If someone saw…The healers probably had questions when he was brought here. And I…She remembered the thrum of power in her veins and Xansas’ surprised look.Was it from the bottled magic? It wasn’t earth magic, so what was it?

Luca kissed her cheek, and she ran her fingers through his knotted hair. Serein move over, and Astra squeezed onto the edge. She wrapped her arm around them and stroked the patch of missing hair on Astra’s head. Beyond the curtain, she heard people moving and the low colored hum of conversations.

“Why are you both here and not at Rajiya’s?” Serein whispered.

“I was running like you told me to, but then I heard Uriah and Rameses,” Astra told her. “Rameses was going to take us there, but the guards wouldn’t let him leave.”

“Where was Uriah?”

“He said he was going to help you.” The realization made her heart flutter. “The prince took us here to get Luca looked at. They wouldn’t let us go back to the room to see Nala.”

Serein leaned back against the pillows, trying to piece everything together since her last conscious thoughts. I’ve probably only been unconscious a day. I’ll have to find out if Xansas’ mission failed and if Sethos still lives.

The curtain moved aside, jolting her to alertness. Uriah poked his head through, wearing a relieved look on his face. “You’re up. Any pain?” he asked, his verdant voice quiet.

The tension drained from her, and Luca and Astra settled back onto the other cot. “Not much. The effects of the poison will linger for a while. What about your arm and leg?” She glanced at the bandages.

Uriah touched his right arm as he shifted. “Sore, but nothing was seriously injured. Healers only gave me a few stitches.”

“You’re lucky none of the blades were poisoned. Sometimes Raxor and Nero would use poison-laced weapons.” A dull pang of hunger grumbled in her stomach. “Where is Rameses?”

“He’s been confined to his chambers until the soldiers have made sure no other assassins are in the palace. All the guards are being interrogated, and the city is on lockdown,” Uriah replied. “He’s the one who killed Raxor.”

Serein tilted her head. “He killed him? How?” That’s very unlike Rameses. He’s not a fighter, so how did he end up taking down Raxor?

“Shot him with an arrow. I had backed the man into a corner and was going to disarm him when Rameses fired his shot. Hit him right in the chest.”

“How is he handling killing a man?”

Uriah grimaced. “Not well. It wasn’t something he planned to do…I didn’t have a chance to really talk with him after he found me in the tunnels and took the children here.”

She nodded. “First kills are the hardest.”

“Despite the casualties in the church and the guards they killed, things could have been a lot worse. They didn’t get near the king and none of the royal family was hurt.”

So, Xansas risked his entire mission to try and get me to join him. Uriah was right. Xansas was too focused on me and made a mistake. She glanced at Luca and Astra as they split a piece of flatbread and some apricots a healer brought by. It’ll be more difficult to get close to Sethos, and I doubt the catacombs will be safe to traverse now. They’ll seal up the older sections and watch all the entrances. I’ll have to look for another way out of the palace.

Uriah looked back at the children again, rolling a question around in his mouth. “Do they know about Rizwana yet?”

The whispered name settled like a heavy stone in Serein’s stomach. Her eyes stung from unshed tears, remembering Rizwana’s last words and how she’d fought until the very end.

“No. I haven’t told them yet. I’m not sure how to,” she muttered, shivering despite the midmorning sunlight coming through the windows. There’s no amount of thanks that could make up for what she did. She tried to protect them, and it cost Rizwana her life. She gripped the sheet tightly, biting the inside of her cheek.

“I’m sorry about what happened to her.” Uriah’s voice pulled her from the dark memories. “She didn’t deserve what happened to her.”

“She didn’t. Rizwana was brave until the end.” Astra looked in their direction at the mention of the maidservant. “I’d like to send money to cover her funeral and help provide for her family,” Serein added.

Uriah nodded. “I can help arrange that.”

She sucked in a breath, blinking away the water from her eyes. “How long have I been unconscious?”

“A day,” Uriah replied.

“Have you been waiting at my bedside?” Serein asked, sitting up. Despite the sarcasm she laced the words with, the thought stirred up the fluttering in her chest.

His relief turned into a strange expression as a scowl tried to appear. “I was also here visiting my injured men. I was worried. So was Rameses. You have a habit of getting poisoned,” he said, stepping closer to the cot.

“It’s a risk that comes from dealing with snakes.” She paused as her voice cracked from the dryness. Sethos will want to hear an explanation for what happened. And if Il-Makah is able to get anything from Mayte, I’ll be asked about it.

Uriah’s stare lingered on the bruises around her throat. He ducked out for a moment, his left leg moving stiffly, and returned with a cup of water. Serein tried to ignore his stare resting on her as she drank. Each swallow hurt, but the cool water soothed her dry throat. Uriah reached for the empty cup to refill it, and their fingers brushed. Serein flinched involuntarily, but didn’t pull her hand away.

“Sorry,” he mumbled and refilled the cup. He held the water pitcher, but the scowl had turned into something caught between concern and confusion.

“Is there something on your mind?” she asked.

“I saw what you did to Xansas,” Uriah responded in Wendish, his eyes darting to Luca and Astra. “I’m the one who found you.”

“How much did you see?” Did he see me using magic? Or did he arrive when I was beheading him?

Her eyes darted around as the shadows of healers passed by. The magic Luca had called up earlier still lingered, but the song felt just out of reach.

“You had already beheaded him…” He tried to keep his face neutral, but the furrow between his brow betrayed his inner thoughts.

“What’s he saying?” Astra whispered, and Serein put a finger to her lips.

“He hurt my children,” Serein replied, straightening her tight back. “I wanted to make sure he was dead.” No head, no heart. Left to wander the Void like Fang. May he suffer eternally. “I would’ve killed him a thousand times over if I could after everything he’s done.”

Uriah swallowed and set the pitcher down. “I don’t blame you. It might have been better to capture him alive so we could have found out who hired him. The man I fought is nowhere to be found, so there’s a chance he may attempt another assassination.”

“Xansas wouldn’t have told you anything. Mayte might talk now that Xansas is dead. Nero most likely won’t make a second attempt.” She sipped the water slowly. “The fact that he disappeared before Xansas was killed probably means he realized the mission was lost. He’s loyal, but he’s practical. Someone needs to be the head of the Bone Vipers if Xansas fell, and Nero was always going to be next in line.”

“Once word gets out of Xansas’s death, do you think any other assassins from the Bone Vipers will seek revenge?” he asked. “Is anyone else going to try and kill the King?”

“It was Xansas’ mission alone. He didn’t exactly instill loyalty in anyone except for those insane like him, and most of them are dead. I doubt Nero will attempt to take on Xansas’ mission.” He won’t want to avenge Xansas’ death or rescue Mayte. The Vipers might lie low for awhile.

“It might not stop whoever hired Xansas from trying again.” He put his hands in his pockets. “I suppose now that he’s gone, we won’t have a need for late night meetings so often. I might be able to get some sleep.”

“There might be some other threat to Sethos that will require collaboration. There is probably someone else who wants the king dead. If you end up missing our meetings that much, I can always use a sparring partner.”

The barest hint of a smile appeared on his tired face. “I might only be able to beat you that way…And maybe I can help you with your Wendish.”

She fixed a questioning gaze on him, raising an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with my Wendish?”

“You have a thick accent that sometimes makes it hard to understand. It’s not bad but some of the words could be clearer.”

Serein pursed her lips as she held back a chuckle. “I suppose it’s something I can work on. I never had many chances to use it.”

Silence passed between them, broken by the hurried footsteps of the healers beyond the curtain.

Uriah shifted again, rubbing his injured arm. “I’m sorry that this all happened…and that you and your children got hurt because of him.” He held her gaze. “Your daggers are in my room. I cleaned them for you. I can bring them to your chambers later.”

“You have my thanks. For that and for keeping them safe. Please let Rameses know how grateful I am to him, too.”

“I’ll let him know once I’m able to see him. I’m sure he’ll want to know how you and the children are doing.” Her stomach let out an audible growl, making Luca and Astra giggle. “I’ll be back with some food.” 

Uriah let the curtain close behind him, and Serein slumped against the pillow. She drained the contents of the cup, suddenly aware of the ache in her throat. Despite talking about future plans in the palace, she knew it would be short lived.

The immediate threat to Sethos’ life has been stopped, but now this place will be more dangerous for me. The King will be on high alert, and Rameses might not be able to move against him as easily as he could before. Regardless of what happens, Luca and Astra can’t stay here. I have to send them back before something worse happens…

“What were you and Uriah talking about?” Astra asked as she came back over to Serein, crumbs sticking to her cheeks. “You keep talking with words we can’t understand.”

“It was about Xansas. I didn’t want to worry you both,” Serein replied and wiped off Astra’s face.

Luca sat up. “When will we be able to go back to the room and see Nala?”

Serein’s gut twisted at the thought of returning to the room, seeing the empty space where Rizwana had been and the blood stain on the floor.

“I don’t know, but if I intimidate the healers, maybe they’ll let me leave soon.” They’ll have questions about my mostly healed wounds, but maybe they’ll be too busy with the other injured people to care.

Heavy footfalls approached in a cloud of colors, and the curtain was torn back. Luca and Astra jumped off the cot as soldiers encircled them. Hands rested on weapons, red and gold armor bearing the insignia of the roaring lion. Serein’s insides clenched, and she jumped to her feet, legs unsteady from disuse. She gripped the clay cup in her hand, searching around for anything to use as a weapon.

“Get behind me,” she told her children. Eight Malik’s Guard. Sethos sent them, and it’s not for a friendly chat, she thought, eyeing their weapons as her heart pounded in her chest. Not yet. It wasn’t supposed to happen yet.

“You are under arrest for treason by order of His Majesty,” one of the soldiers said, his smoke-colored voice chilling her.

The healers and the patients in the infirmary stopped and stared. Tension hung in the air. She spotted the door off to the right several yards away. Luca and Astra clung to her night gown. Their fear stoked her anger, all sense of peace shattering.

“I wasn’t aware that being unconscious after defending the King was considered treason.” I could throw the cup to distract one, and try to steal a weapon. That time should allow Luca and Astra to escape. I won’t be able to fight them all off in my condition, and Sethos knows this. But will they be able to get to Rajiya’s if the palace and city are being heavily guarded?

“You’ll come for questioning. Along with those children,” he went on.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to voice my protest.” Forties. Right-handed. Experienced with a sword and the classic Sarddon fighting style. Twenty-five years of military experience.

The sword slid out with an orange whisper. “Then I’ll make you come with force.”

Serein lunged at the guard. “Effugere!” she shouted in Sarlyrian. “Get to safety!”

Astra grabbed Luca’s hand, and they vanished as the room erupted into a chaos of moving bodies and steel. The soldiers stopped, heads swiveling about as they looked for the children. Serein threw the cup at the nearest Malik’s Guard, the clay shattering against his face in a burst of ruby as he yelled. She charged at him, knocking him back into the wall. Sweat beaded along her forehead as her muscles strained. She punched his nose and red spurted out. The onlookers gasped and healers ran about the infirmary with frantic shouts.

“Find them!” the soldier snapped and reached for his sword. “They can’t have just vanished.”

Hands grabbed her wrists to pull her back, and someone kicked the back of her knees. Serein’s leg gave out under her, and she cried out. A fist caught her in the stomach and knocked the air from her. Soldiers wrestled Serein to the ground, and rough iron cuffs clapped around her wrists as she thrashed.

I’m so sorry, my Sun and Stars, she thought as her face was smashed against the tile floor. I thought I could keep you safe.

The soldiers hauled her up, and the man she had punched wiped the blood off his mouth. The pieces of pottery had left tiny cuts across his face. She spat on his armor, watching his lip curl into a sneer.

“By order of His Majesty,” the soldier with the smoke colored voice told her, “you’re under arrest. Take her to the throne room. Find those children!”

When Uriah returned to the infirmary with a plate of bread, fruit, and a bowl of soup, soldiers were guarding the doors. He approached, and one of the soldiers blocked the doorway.

“What’s going on?” Uriah asked.

“The assassin was arrested and charged with treason, Captain Stormheir,” the man said with a salute. “We’ve locked down the infirmary while we search for her wards who managed to escape. The Golden Jackals are currently searching her chambers.”

“Arrested on whose orders?” he asked, pulse quickening as he struggled to comprehend the words. What treason? he thought as his mind reeled. Is this about what she and Rameses are doing? How could they know about that?

“The orders came from Il-Makah and His Majesty. She aided the assassin Xansas to make an attempt on the Malik’s life,” the man went on.

“Where is Serein now?”

“She’s in the custody of Lieutenant Hafiz. His Majesty requested that she be brought for trial in the throne room immediately. Her wards are also to be brought in once they’re found.”

Uriah dropped the tray, the clattering and breaking of the bowls jolting him from his confusion. “Why the children? Serein was the one who stopped Xansas! He’s the one who tried to kill them.”

The soldier paled. “Th-those were the orders. I’m sorry. I can’t disobey my orders.”

“Uriah? What’s going on?”

He turned and saw Rameses approaching with Ilderim, I’timad, and Sayid. Uriah’s heart dropped into his stomach. “Serein’s been arrested.” The words sounded hollow in his ears. Why is he here? He should still be in his chambers.

Rameses stopped, eyes widening. “Arrested? Why?!”

The soldier looked to the other man at the door, his brows furrowed. “Your father said she’s committed treason.”

“That’s ridiculous! She was hunting the assassins! I saw her. What treason has she committed?” Rameses went on, his voice rising.

“I’m sorry, sayyidi. These were the orders we were given,” the soldier said as he shrank back.

Ilderim placed a hand on Rameses’ shoulder, pulling him back. “Sayyidi, I advise we leave. There’s nothing you can do here,” he whispered.

“Uriah”—Rameses whirled around—“did you know about this?”

“No,” Uriah said. “She was fine when I left. Her wards were with her, but now they’re gone.” How could they just disappear? Is it really the magic that Xansas mentioned? Serein said they would go to Rajiya’s if anything happened…but will they able to get there?

Rameses’ brow furrowed. “Arresting children, too? Why? They have not done anything,” he said. “I have to speak with my father about this. This must be a mistake.”

He turned around and hurried down the hall, Uriah following close behind. This has to be a mistake…he repeated in his head like a plea.

Sethos looked down at Serein from his throne, his golden gaze piercing. The cool marble made Serein shiver as she prostrated before him, and her leg wound throbbed. Kamau towered behind Sethos on his left, the spear sheathed across his back. Il-Makah stood to the right of the throne with the viziers. His cheerful calm was replaced by a solemn expression, his hands hidden in the sleeves of his robes.

So, this is your endgame, Murderous King, Serein thought, the metal cuffs pressing against her wrists. You’ve been wanting to get rid of me, and now you have the perfect excuse. The Jackals are probably in my room looking for evidence that will condemn me. They don’t need much to fabricate a story. If they don’t find what’s in the rafters…

“Serein, you are accused of treason against the crown. You aided assassin Xansas Regor and helped him into the palace with plans to kill the Malik. The charges of espionage, murder, treason, possession of illegal bottled magic, and attempted regicide are placed against you. How do you plead against these charges?” Grand Vizier Umar el-Hassan said, reading from a scroll in a dark orange voice.

She remained silent, gaze boring into the Malik’s stony face. “And what have you charged the children with? Aiding and abetting?” she asked.

The floor greeted her face as a soldier slammed her down. White sparks cracked across her vision, pain shooting through her skull.

How familiar this all is.

“There are numerous accounts from soldiers present at the night of the incident who said you plotted with Xansas to kill His Majesty, along with the captured woman who attests that you met with Xansas several times over the past year. The assassins were found in your chambers,” the vizier continued. “Confidential papers were found in your possession. Eyewitnesses have you meeting with known rebels as part of an extensive plot to overthrow the crown by infiltrating the palace to get close to His Majesty and kill him.”

She laughed, tasting blood in her mouth as she picked herself off the floor. The worry unfurled into a thorny flower jabbing at her insides while the poison’s effects pricked every nerve with fiery needles.

“You’ve been keeping your Golden Jackals busy, Il-Makah.” Was I followed that night I followed Salveig’s people? Or was someone else there the night at Hasim’s manor? What else do they know and have been saving for this moment? I should have killed Mayte. This is her revenge.

“The penalty for treason is death. Your confession will make your death less painful and maybe convince the Saints to forgive you,” Umar said.

“Tell me, Sethos, do you enjoy crushing those weaker than you? Slaughtering women and children, does that make you feel good?” Serein asked in a raised voice.

Another blow struck her in the eye. She fell to the floor, curling up in a ball. A boot caught her in the stomach, and she groaned. Serein grabbed her right thumb and rolled onto her back, straining until she felt the joint dislocate. She gasped through the pain as she pulled one of the cuffs down her right hand.

“It has been deemed that in times of war the right to counsel is denied under the conviction of treason.”

The Malik raised his hand and the room fell silent. “You must be worried about those children,” he said, the blood-red words sliding across the black and white steps of the raised dais. “Knowing they are terrified and alone must fill you with despair. Rest assured, my soldiers will find them and all three of you will be reunited.”

A soldier approached to haul her up, and she slipped the cuff off her hand, the black beast’s roar filling her ears with black haze. She sprang up, grabbing the sword from his sheath. In a whirl of steel, she ran him through, yanking the blade free to cut the hand of the nearest soldier reaching for his weapon. His pale green scream rang across the room, and the dead man hit the ground. Serein tore through the guards, slashing and opening a path to Sethos.

Rameses will be king a lot sooner than either of us expected, she thought, eyes focused on Sethos despite the dizziness that hit her.

Kill him! End this now! Take him down before you’re killed! Stab him with his own sword! The beast’s voice replaced the white one, raking claws across her insides.

She charged at Sethos and readied the blade to cut his head off. Sethos remained still on his throne as she brought the sword down. Kamau’s spear blocked the attack inches above Sethos’ head. The muharib’s limbs coiled and were held back by the Malik’s raised hand.

“What do you hope to achieve by killing me, assassin?” Sethos asked her. “Do not make the mistake and believe that you hold any power here. You remained alive because I had use of you. You only stand here with your head still intact because I allow it.”

She strained against Kamau’s spear, willing the weapon to break so she could bring the sword down on Sethos’ face. “Do you want me to thank you?” she spat, the scar across her chest tightening. “You made the mistake when you threatened those children.”

“Yes, your children.” The red words spilled over his lips, mocking her. Serein’s smile twisted as his bloody words found their mark, and her heart skipped a beat. “When they are found, I will be sure to have them killed while you watch. Then you will be next. Are they the bastard children of Xansas like the rumors say?”

Serein laughed. “You couldn’t kill me when I was a child,” she hissed. “You couldn’t kill me in Grasdan. You couldn’t kill me in the arena. If you’re going to do it, then you’d better do a damn good job of it because if you don’t, I’ll return and kill you with my bare hands, Murderous King.”

Sethos’ hand dropped and Kamau’s red spear blurred as it moved through the air. The shaft collided with her side with a familiar crack and knocked her back. Soldiers grabbed her and dragged Serein to the floor. She drove the sword into a man’s leg before it was pried out of her grasp, hearing his painful yell in her ear. Her nightgown ripped, exposing the scars along her arms and back. She bit and clawed, tasting blood and sweat. Black spots danced across her vision as a fist collided with her temple. The fight ebbed away, leaving behind a hollow numbness.

So, this is how it ends? Regret tasted bitter in her mouth. Unable to kill the man who ruined so many lives? I was so close…

“Father! Stop this!”

The golden voice boomed through the throne room. Through the mass of soldiers around her, she spotted Rameses rushing into the throne room. Uriah’s gaze locked onto Serein as she lay pinned to the floor.

“You cannot do this. She is under my protection!” Rameses said.

“You have no say in this matter, Rameses,” Sethos replied. “She is guilty of treason. Your rights over her were lost when she became my muharib. You should not even be here.”

Rameses went to take a step, but a wall of armor blocked his way. “Father, please! Serein killed Xansas. She was not working with him. You know how long she searched for him and how much information she gave to help find him.”

“To cover up her deceit and take the payment for herself. This whole thing has been a ruse to gain access to the palace and learn our weaknesses. You were blinded by your willingness to trust her, and look how she has repaid you. Remove him from the room,” Sethos said with a wave of his hand.

“You cannot do this!” Rameses shouted, struggling against the soldiers. “Father!”

Rameses met her gaze, opening his mouth to speak, but Serein shook her head. Confusion overtook his features as he struggled against the guards.

The princeling can’t help me now. At least our plan hasn’t been revealed, so he still has a chance to stop Sethos. But it won’t end well for him if he tries to say anything now. She spat out blood on the floor, feeling every blow along her body.

“It is apparent that this woman is a danger to the crown,” Sethos said and stood. Vastator hung at his side, eager for blood. The air bent under the Malik, and magic screamed as it fled the chamber out of reach. “Captain Stormheir.”

Uriah flinched and moved through the cluster of soldiers, his gray footsteps resounding in the silence. He looked at the two bodies strewn across the throne room and the blood smeared on the marble dais. She watched him as her eyelids drooped, vision blurring. He stopped next to Serein, bowing to Sethos. His fearful gaze shifted to her.

“Aye, Your Majesty?” he asked. His green voice wavered.

“Break her hands. She is too dangerous to be merely locked up,” Sethos said.

Uriah tensed as he straightened and swallowed hard. Seconds hit the marble floor, piling up at his feet. “I…” His throat bobbed as he looked from Sethos to Serein. “Sayyidi, I…can’t. She killed Xansas to protect the crown. I saw her.”

Sethos frowned, and waved Kamau forward. The muharib, spear in hand, moved toward Serein. Her arms were jerked forward, palms pressed against the ground while the soldiers held her down. Uriah went to move toward her, but the guards grabbed him and hauled him back. Kamau’s heel pinned Serein’s wrists in place. His dark eyes revealed nothing as he brought the butt of his weapon down on her right hand. The bones shattered in cobalt starbursts under the beige crunch of the weapon. Serein screamed, thrashing against the men restraining her.

Rameses’ shout thundered through the room, straining to reach her. Horror sucked the color from Uriah’s face. The spear shaft came down on her left hand. She wanted to look away but didn’t as tears blurred the throne room. Bits of bone jutted through her hand. Her yellow screams stripped her throat raw.

Serein stared ahead unmoving, retreating into herself. Her hands lay limp and broken. The cool stone pressed against her skin and offered minor relief. Her thoughts blurred together, blackness encroaching on her.

“Take her away,” Sethos said and turned to Uriah as the guards released him. “We will discuss this, Captain Stormheir.”

“Serein!” Rameses shouted, his voice distant in her ears.

Too noisy, Serein thought, the peach ringing digging into her throbbing skull as she was hauled away. Maybe Death will be quieter.
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The whip came down across Serein’s back with sapphire cracks, opening a new vein of pain across her skin. Serein swallowed her scream as she twisted against the restraints she hung from, forehead chafing against the stones of the cell as her arms tensed. Rough cloth bound her broken hands. Her bare skin shone with sweat and blood.

“How long were you plotting with Xansas?” the interrogator, Barkan, asked. His teal voice twisted with the torchlight.

“Do you enjoy being irritating?” she rasped through clenched teeth. When will he get tired of asking the same question over and over? she thought. Two days of this. Or has it been longer?

Fresh marks tore through her scarred flesh as Barkan brought the whip down again. “Still cheeky. You must enjoy pain,” he said with a rusty laugh. “I heard you’d be a tough one to crack. I may not have the intensity of Grasdan, but I believe taking things slow is the best way to break a person. His Majesty wants to make sure you stay alive until your execution day.”

“Is that what you call this—” Serein bit down on her cheek as hot alcohol ran down her back, screaming through her clenched teeth.

“I think this is enough for today,” Il-Makah’s onyx voice said from the other side of the cell. He watched every interrogation like a quiet shadow, his expression shadowed with sadness.

The guards undid the bonds and caught Serein as she fell. They slumped her against the wall, shackling her hands together and hooking the chain to the wall. The cold stone of the cell shocked the split flesh, and she sucked in a painful breath. She stared at the spymaster through the one eye that wasn’t swollen shut.

“You wear that mock guilt well,” she said.

The older man crouched down and brushed greasy strands of hair off her face. She jerked away from his touch.

“I didn’t want this, Serein, but I can’t disobey orders,” he told her, grimacing. “There are more civilized ways of getting information. Your pain doesn’t bring me joy. If you just give us the information we need, this suffering won’t be needed.”

“Go create your own lies. You don’t need my help creating them.” False hope. I don’t need your pity. I’ll hold onto this pain and curse you with every breath.

“You know most of them aren’t lies. I know you tried to be careful, but we noticed enough suspicious things to gather evidence against you. It’s a shame. You had so much potential. I was fond of you. I hadn’t met someone with your sharp perception in a long time and had you chosen to be loyal, you could have done great things. I truly regret that it’s come to this. I’ll have some tea sent to you to help numb the pain for the night. Consider it a small kindness.”

Il-Makah sighed as he rose, knees cracking. He shook his head and left the cell, sandals crunching on the hay. Barkan came into view and crouched down until he was at eye level with Serein. A pair of cunning hazel eyes perched above a hooked nose, mouth curled into a grin. The sweet smell of old hookah smoke wafted off him, and she was reminded of Jabir for a moment.

“Don’t look so glum,” Barkan told her and patted her cheek. “We’ll continue this tomorrow.”

They left her huddled in the corner, taking the torchlight with them. The cell door slammed shut with a loud teal shriek. Serein curled up on the moldy hay streaked with her blood, shivering despite her burning wounds. The thick darkness kept her disoriented as she slipped in and out of consciousness.

May the Light keep you safe, my Sun and Stars. I hope you made it to Rajiya’s and that they will get you back home. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you…

“Look at this sorry state you’re in, volchitsa.”

The white voice cut through the blackness, and her eyes flew open. She rolled onto her stomach, wincing. Xansas bent down in front of her, green eyes glittering, and lips pulled back into a sharp smile.

“This wouldn’t have happened if you had come with me. I wouldn’t have let this happen to you again. Sethos would be dead now if you and I had worked together.”

“You’re dead,” Serein whispered, head spinning.

“I told you, didn’t I? Even in death I’ll still find you. Your lack of fight is disappointing. My volchitsa would never lie down and take this. Do you want to die?” he asked.

She turned her back to him, pulling the rough shift closer. In the other corner, Death stood watching, clutching the piece of silver wood. He loomed closer, and she shut her eyes.

Not yet. I’m still alive.

Xansas toyed with a lock of her greasy hair. She flinched, her broken hands clamped over her ears.

“If you continue to be their meat slab, then you’ll rush to him sooner than later,” he told her. “Then what will those poor children do? They’ll be orphaned and abandoned. So much like their mother. They’ll become just like you. They’ll know bloodshed, pain, and suffering. You can’t protect them from that.”

“Shut up!” Her yellow voice bounced off the stones. I’m sorry, my Sun and Stars. All I wanted to do was keep you safe, but I was selfish and thought you’d be better off with me.

“Are you talking to yourself now?” came the familiar gravelly, brown voice from a few cells down.

Although she hadn’t seen her, Serein had heard Mayte’s cries and screams from her own encounters with Barkan. Serein could almost feel the assassin’s smugness through the darkness.

“Look how far you’ve fallen,” Mayte went on with a dry laugh. “I told you that you were nothing. And now you’re going to suffer and die at the hands of those you served.”

Xansas glanced at the corridor outside the cell. “You must regret letting her live. She’s the one who gave up information that got you in this state. Your pity for her has led to this, Serein. This is the cost of weakness.”

“You’re dead. You’re not here, snake!” Serein bit down on her split lip until blood ran down her chin. She held onto the pain and tried to wrap herself in it to block out the dead man’s voice.

His white laugh exploded behind her eyelids. “Did you think killing me would get rid of me? I told you that I’d follow you, even into death. Every day you’ll hear my voice until you die. I’ll never die, my volchitsa. I’m ingrained into your blood and bones. I’ll always be with you.”

“You’re dead. You’re dead!” Serein kept chanting.

“Serein?” The world came rushing at her as the green voice broke into the cell. She cracked her eyes open.

Xansas glanced up, mouth frowning in annoyance. “Your captain is here. He’s abandoned you and now come to mock you. You should’ve let me kill him.”

“Shut up…” she said.

Orange light broke through the bars and illuminated the cell. “Serein?” Uriah asked again.

She recoiled from the light and shifted away, back facing him. Shadows danced across the wall. “What do you want, Captain Stormheir?”

She heard him suck in a breath and mutter a curse. “Serein, I…” he said in Wendish.

His gaze was on her back. “It seems we’ve come full circle,” Serein said. “My interrogators are gentle compared to their Grasdan brethren. Sethos has instructed that my wounds don’t become infected, so I don’t die before I’m executed. How kind of him.”

“How can you joke at a time like this?” Uriah asked, the words brittle and ready to shatter.

“My wit is the only weapon I have. My hands are useless.”

“I’m sorry…” Uriah told her.

She listened to his silence as his trembling breath filled the quiet pockets. “It’s too late for apologies. They can’t help me now. The king won’t find my children. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

“I won’t hurt them or let any harm come to them.” His whispering voice pleaded for a response, hungry for it.

“I once told you that you’d have to choose between duty and honor...” she said. Capable of committing horrors in the name of misguided justice and a warped sense of honor, but perhaps he’ll choose what is right in the end. “Storms follow the maps of the earth while the young lion stares out at his kingdom. The palace holds secrets behind painted walls. People look upwards for answers.”

“That made no sense, Serein. I think you’re losing your mind,” Xansas told her.

“I’m not sure I follow…What does that mean?” Uriah asked, but Serein didn’t respond. “Why did you kill those men? You could’ve fled. You could’ve gotten away…”

“If I was going to go down, I was hoping to kill the King in doing so. I wanted to have my vengeance before I died.”

“Are you trying to affirm the Malik’s suspicions?”

“It doesn’t matter what I say now. He’ll kill me either way. He hopes to catch my children and hurt them to break me. Did you know he brought in some children and has been torturing them? I hear their screams, but I know they aren’t my children—the colors are wrong. Do you know what it’s like to hear that and still think that it could be them?”

Her shoulders sagged. She sucked in a breath, eyes stinging as her voice cracked. The sound of the screams colored her dreams.

“I thought I knew the worst pains a person could feel. I was wrong. Seeing Astra frightened and Luca stabbed was more agonizing than any wound I’ve received. I can’t go through that again.” If they’re still searching, hopefully that means they made it to safety. I pray to the Lights that they’ve left this place.

“I won’t let anything happen to them, Serein,” Uriah said. “I’ll find them and make sure they’re safe.”

“Do you swear it, Uriah?” she asked, listening to the blue and purple crackling of the torch. “Are you willing to sacrifice your oath for their sake? Will you truly honor the blood pact you swore to me? Swear to whatever deity you hold holy that you won’t let that monster touch them.”

“I will,” he said, sucking in a breath. “I swear on the wind, fire, stone, and air that no one will hurt them.”

“You’ll keep them safe, or I swear to whatever gods are listening that I’ll come back and torment you. You won’t be able to sleep again.”

“You have my word,” Uriah told her, the bars creaking. “Please. Look at me. I…I can’t do this if you don’t look at me.”

She let out a ragged yellow sigh and kept her eyes on the wall.

“He might as well be professing his love, volchitsa,” Xansas said with a scoff.

“Serein, I’m sorry. What can I do? I never wanted this to happen. I don’t know what else I can do.” Uriah’s voice dropped low, cracking. A soft thud reached her and out of the corner of her eye, she saw him sink to his knees. “Why fight in the throne room if you aren’t going to fight now?”

“I’m tired.” The words slipped out before she could stop them. “There were times in Grasdan where I thought about closing my eyes and slipping into the darkness. Without Astra and Luca, I would’ve died a long time ago. They kept me going through the torture and the starving hours.”

Death entered her peripheral, the silver piece of wood glowing in the firelight.

“I considered asking when you came down here if you’d slip something into my drink or possibly run me through with your sword. To make it easier for both of us. I know you don’t want to watch me die and neither does Rameses, but…I’ve had enough of pain. But I suppose assassins don’t get peaceful deaths.”

Uriah’s breath caught in his throat. “I wouldn’t…I couldn’t do that,” he whispered.

“Hard to imagine you’d say that when not so long ago you threatened it often. You’re a man on a precipice. You have two roads, and you have to choose one. Your pain is only beginning.”

“I—” The door to the prison creaked open with a teal screech, and Uriah’s shadow turned.

“Return to your world of light,” Serein told him, hands limp in her lap. “I warned you about getting attached. There’s nothing you can do for me. You’ve done all you can, but nothing we did was enough.” That’s the reality of the world.

“Can’t you look at me, Serein?” he asked, his voice taut and close to snapping. “Please. Just look at me.”

“Remember me before this moment. Pick a nice memory. It’ll be easier that way,” Serein said, chin slumped against her chest. “I’m sorry, Uriah. You turned out to be different than I expected you to be. Perhaps had life been different, we might have gotten along better. Tell Rameses I’m sorry I couldn’t see him become king. I think he’ll wear the crown well. And Rasima. She has a kind heart and a strong spirit. If you see Eneca, tell her that I’m sorry I couldn’t have done more for her to repay her for everything she did for me.”

“My name…My last name isn’t Stormheir.” The green whisper hung between them, laid bare without any pretense. “It’s Talfryn. Uriah ab Talfryn. Only two people in Sarddon know it, and now you do, too.”

She tilted her head ever so slightly in his direction. “Why are you telling me this now?” A true name isn’t given up lightly.

“You know why, Serein…” His voice cracked. “I want you to know it. No titles, no rank. Just the name of a Wendish farm boy. That’s who I am—who I’ve always been.”

A muffled quiet gripped the bowels of the prison. The name bled behind Serein’s eyelids as she closed them. He had given her a precious moment of vulnerability she didn’t know what to do with. Wetness streaked down her grimy cheeks, soaking into the bandages. A painful lump pushed against the inside of her throat.

The footsteps grew closer and bounced off the stone walls. “Captain Stormheir, the Malik wishes to see you,” came a steely gray voice.

“It’s time for you to go now, Captain Talfryn,” she whispered, opening her eyes.

A quivering inhale fell like a leaf on the hay. The torchlight faded as Uriah left.

“Tears? Really, Serein?” Xansas scoffed as he stood with arms crossed. “This is what love does to you. A weakness that rots from the inside.”

“Shut up,” she muttered, tasting salt on her lips.

Uriah held his breath, waiting for Sethos to speak while Firoz stood beside him. The moment had been looming over him ever since the incident in the throne room, the inevitable threat of punishment for his defiance gnawing at him like a rat. He tried to focus on the moment, but all he could see was the hollowness in Serein’s eyes, the fresh whip marks, and the brokenness of someone who had given up. It reminded him of when he’d first seen her in Grasdan, but instead of feeling contempt, he felt only sorrow.

The Malik set his quill down and looked at him with sharp golden eyes. “You defied my orders,” he said, each word falling like a condemning blow. “Why?”

Uriah swallowed as the question left him standing on a knife’s edge. “I meant no disrespect, Your Majesty,” he said. “I saw what happened the night Xansas attacked. Serein had no part in his plot and worked to stop it. She was the one who alerted me that he was in the palace. I don’t believe that she’s a traitor.”

“That is the thing about beliefs; they can blind one to the truth. The assassin from her own group named her an accomplice, and her meetings with Xansas cannot be ignored.”

“Mayte will say anything to save her skin. Her word can’t be trusted.”

“And Serein’s can be? They are cut from the same cloth, taught to lie and do it well. That is all she has done since she arrived, and the evidence against her is overwhelming. Even if she was not directly involved in this plot, she was planning her own in time. When backed into a corner, she showed her true colors. She has wanted to kill me ever since she arrived her.”

Uriah struggled to find a defense for her. “I never thought she would harm you or your family. If I thought she was a true threat, I would have stopped her,” he said, hands clenched at his sides. Has he found out about what she and Rameses were doing? Would he hurt his own son if he thought a coup was going to happen? The doubts that he once brushed away began to grow louder.

“At one point you would have. Now, I question that. You have become as blinded by her as my son has. So blinded that you would disobey orders and lie to your king.”

The blood drained from Uriah’s face and a dry hand grasped his throat. Sethos pinned him down with his stare, and all words fled.

“I thought it strange that you offered to follow her, and now I see that my suspicions are confirmed. You have feelings for her, do you not? You and the assassin spent a lot of time together. She was seen entering your chambers frequently and you hers. And even now, after seeing who see really is, you would visit her in her cell.”

Uriah’s nails dug into his palms, the air entering his lungs thin. “There was nothing between us, Your Majesty. She and I often discussed how to hunt Xansas. She provided information to aid in the search for him, but there was no sort of relationship beyond that. I followed and reported on everything I saw.”

“But you left out details,” Sethos said. “Did you see her kill Duval? Did you know that those children were hers?”

The questions coiled around him, squeezing the breath from his lungs. The oath that once gave him pride became a constricting chain.

“I didn’t see her kill him…And I knew the children were hers,” Uriah replied.

“You lied to me, your sovereign.” Sethos rose, and Uriah wanted to look away. “You disobeyed direct orders. You have broken your oath for a traitor. Disloyalty is unacceptable.”

Uriah fell prostrate to the ground, head bowed. His racing pulse threatened to shatter him. “I can’t deny what I’ve done, Your Majesty. I would never do anything to endanger you or the crown. I’m loyal to Sarddon, to you. You know I’ve fought for this country and protected the kingdom.”

“Once you were loyal, and I would have believed your sincerity, but no longer.” Sethos voice loomed over his like an axe about to fall. “I hereby strip you of your title as captain.”

The words knocked the air from him, and his head snapped up. Firoz wore a horrified look in his eyes.

“Effective immediately you will vacate your chambers and relinquish the title of Stormheir. Out of respect for your years of service and your friendship with Rameses, I will permit you to remain as a city guard in the barracks, but you will never hold a title again. This is my one mercy to you and a chance to redeem yourself. But should you slip, I will not hesitate to deal with you as I do to Sarddon’s traitors.”

The invisible blade fell, slicing him in two. Serein’s screams still rang in the back of his skull. His stomach clenched as he remembered seeing her lying on the floor of the catacombs, bleeding and unconscious, and the sound of her bones breaking in the throne room kept echoing in his ears. He saw the contents of her room upturned and scattered about, her drawings trampled beneath boots as soldiers and Jackals searched everything.

“Sayyidi. I…” Uriah began, his voice sounding like it belonged to another.

“Choose your words carefully, Uriah. I can always have you banished for your crimes.”

Uriah swallowed his protests, the contents of his stomach threatening to come up onto the plush rug beneath him.

“Lieutenant Firoz, you have been promoted to Captain of the Guard. I hope you will wear your title with honor.”

The last jab struck Uriah like a blow as he slowly rose to his feet. He barely registered the king’s words or Firoz’s signed response. The phantoms of the warfront crept into the back of his mind, screams and blood rushing at him. Haggard faces of crying mothers were replaced with Serein’s blue eyes as she screamed at him, clutching the limp bodies of her children. He saw his sword in his hand coated in blood.

Murderer! Murderer! Murderer! The word split him open, each a condemnation and exposing his sins.

“...Nothing we did was enough,” Serein had said.

Everything I did…it was for nothing, Uriah thought, eyes locked onto the floor. In a few short minutes, he’d become unmoored from everything he’d fought for and believed in. She was right, and I couldn’t see it.

“Continue your search for Serein’s children, Captain. Bring them in alive once they are found.”

Uriah almost opened his mouth to respond, stopping when he realized the title no longer applied to him.

“Help Uriah clear out his chambers and get him moved into the barracks before sunrise. You both are dismissed.”

Uriah’s neck felt like it would snap as he bowed and left. He slipped his hand into his pocket and found the stone knife he’d recovered from Serein’s chambers. He squeezed it until all he could focus on was the pain of the stone digging into his skin. Each step carried a mountain’s worth of weight.

Firoz’s hand on his shoulder made him jump. The man’s eyes held nothing but sadness, his features tight. It struck Uriah like another blow to confirm that he wasn’t dreaming.

“I’m so sorry, Captain. I didn’t know that’s why His Majesty summoned me. I didn’t want it to happen like this,” he signed. “Is there anything I can do?”

“I’m not your captain anymore…” Uriah replied numbly, the words sounding like they belonged to someone else. He headed to his chambers with a tightness in his chest and the shame growing.

When Uriah finally reached his room and pushed open the door, the reality slammed into him and knocked the breath from his lungs. He stood in the dim chamber, taking in his personal items and realizing that he’d probably never see the room again. All the years of restless sleeps, missives, secret meetings, and the weight of his duty echoed in the air around him. Firoz lit a lantern, standing next to him solemnly.

“Uriah.”

Rameses’ voice splashed him like cold water. Uriah turned to find the Amir standing in the doorway with his wali.

“Have you spoken with my father?” he asked. “He won’t talk to me or let me see Serein. Every time I try to go to the prison, the guards block me from entering. Have you been able to see her?”

“I…I saw her awhile ago,” Uriah told him, throat tightening. “She’s in a bad state, Rameses. The King is searching for the children, too.” The real truth almost slipped out, but he remembered his vow, the scar a jagged reminder. He wanted to let the truth spill out, to absolve himself, but Serein’s pleading face stopped him.

Rameses cursed under his breath. “He has Xansas’ head staked on the palace ramparts. What more does he want? What are two children going to do to him.”

“He fears that word will get out that someone inside the palace was able to plot against him and that it’ll incite further rebellion.” Uriah turned around and walked over to his desk, staring at the rocks and papers.

“Firoz, can you give us the room?” Rameses asked the man.

Firoz hesitated, glancing at Uriah before bowing and leaving the lantern on the desk before walking out. Ilderim shut the door behind him.

“You cannot believe this is just.” The bells hanging from Rameses’ ears jangled as he approached. “You were there when Xansas attacked. You know she isn’t guilty. They have accused her falsely. They even said she used magic. An obvious lie!”

“I know she isn’t guilty and neither are those children. I tried to defend her in the throne room, but she attempted to kill Sethos. She sealed her fate. I told you that he was already suspicious of her,” Uriah said, hating every word leaving his mouth.

Rameses grabbed Uriah’s arm, pulling him into a nearby riad. “Do you hear yourself? You’re going to let her be executed because you think she deserves this. I thought you trusted her.”

Uriah met Rameses’ intense stare before dropping his gaze. “I don’t think she deserves this!” he snapped. “I do trust her. I know she wasn’t working with Xansas. Even after everything she’s done I don’t think she deserves to be in a cell…but there isn’t anything I can do anymore.” I have no title, no power, nothing! he wanted to shout, but the words lodged their barbed edges in his throat.

“You can do the right thing and help stop this madness! Are you really going to help hunt down those children? He won’t be kind to them. I saw what he did in the arena to other Ravanassë children. This is all wrong. You can see that, can you not? My father’s madness—how it’s spreading through this kingdom.”

“It’s not wise to say such things out in the open, sayyidi,” Ilderim mumbled. “Your father may not suspect your plans against him, but if he’s interrogating anyone who was close to Serein, he may watch you more closely.”

“I don’t care anymore. This cannot be allowed to continue.” Rameses squeezed Uriah’s arm. “Please, sadiqi. Help me free her and stop this. I know you once said you wouldn’t stand against my father, but you cannot possibly still think he’s someone worthy of serving anymore.”

Uriah flinched against the anger in Rameses’ voice and the hurt look settling on his face. “Rameses…I…” he started.

Rameses let go of him, the anger in his voice darkening his face. “Are you really going to make excuses? Where is all that honor you held so tightly to? I cannot believe that for how much you seem to care about Serein that you’re going to let her be killed and help him find her wards because you’d rather follow orders.”

“No, it’s not like that⁠—”

“You’re not the man I thought you were.”

Shaking his head with disgust, Rameses turned and stalked out of the room. Ilderim gave Uriah a confused look before hurrying after the Amir.

Uriah’s voice died on his tongue, the truth unable to make it out. He whirled around and grabbed one of the rocks off his desk, hurling it against the wall with a yell. It cracked against the marble, and the effort drained the last of his strength.

He sank to the ground, doubling over. “Maddau imi,” he sobbed, holding his head in his hands as tears slipped through his fingers. “Forgive me.”
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“I’m glad I died before you, volchitsa,” Xansas said as he sat in the corner of the cell, legs crossed. “This way I only have to wait for you to come to me. And you will.”

Serein stared at the wall, blocking out his voice. The bandages around her broken hands were grimy and stained with dried blood. Death remained in the cell, always turning the wood piece over in his hands. Screams from other prisoners bled into the space with their twisted colors. Sometimes Death drifted over to other cells, returning with a colored soul. Memories of Grasdan plagued her sleep, the smells and raw whip marks bringing her back to the small dark cell where she counted down the days until she drew her last breath.

She tried to listen for the magic, but it was gone, either chased off by Sethos or lost to her forever. No threads appeared in her dreams, and the colored sounds remained just noise that faded. She couldn’t tap into the source that allowed her to grasp them.

If I pretend to be dead, then I could tear the throats out of the soldiers with my teeth when they come to remove my body. I’d kill two before I was killed, she thought, licking her cracked lips. Too shoddy of a plan. Not worth it. Unless one of them was Barkan. Perhaps I’ll add him to my list…

“Are you listening to me, Serein?” Xansas leaned over her, the snakes along his arm rippling. The leather pouch dangled from his neck.

“Go away,” she rasped, shutting her eyes against the white noise. Even in death he’s a plague. At lease Rizwana isn’t here to haunt me. I don’t think I could face her…

“Well, assassin, did you miss me?” Barkan asked, his teal words mocking her as he approached the cell.

“You didn’t come down here for small talk, did you?” she said, glancing over her shoulder at him.

“Always so quick to get to the point,” he sneered. “You’re going to be executed in two days. Beheading. It can be a swift way to go if it’s done correctly. Your body will be burned—a fitting traitor’s death. Would you like a priest to hear your last words and administer last rites? Do you Ravanassë do that sort of thing?”

“The Murderous King doesn’t care about my eternal soul,” Serein said with a hoarse laugh. “My last words? Soon his head will lay as low as mine. This empire of blood and bones he’s built will burn and turn to ash. Fiat justitia ruat cælum.”

“Is that your confession?”

She turned around with a dark grin on her face. “I’ve dreamed of killing him since I was a child left to bleed out on his battlefield. I’ll fall, but others will rise to seek his death. I’ll be one of many baying for his blood. The dead seek justice, and they’ll get what’s owed to them.”

Barkan looked at his dark fingernails under the firelight. “Most people cry when facing their end.”

“Death and I cross paths often. He’s always beside me. I’ve seen the blackness that lies beyond. I don’t fear it.”

“No, but you fear leaving things unfinished. That is one of man’s greatest fears.”

“I’m no man.”

The torturer let out a chuckle, leaning against the bars. “I’ll enjoy breaking the last pieces of your spirit before you die.”

“While you’re at it, you should put those children in the next cell out of their misery. Or does torturing children thrill you?” Serein asked.

“Aren’t you cruel,” Barkan remarked with a cocked eyebrow. “Let’s enjoy these last few days together, Serein.”

The hinges groaned as the guards behind him entered to grab her. Serein kept her eyes on Death as he followed her down the hallway. Xansas crossed his arms, standing in the middle of the cell.

“Soon, volchitsa. Soon. I expect you to go down fighting. Don’t disappoint me.”
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The gold dijils clinked in the leather pouch as it passed between hands. Rameses glanced over his shoulder, the rough hood of his rida’ pulled down over his face. Every moving shadow in the Tafall District made his heart race. Rats scurried through the bilge and pieces of floating trash. His palms clasped tight around the hilt of his sword, his skin sweaty.

“Make sure this cannot be traced back to me,” Rameses said to the hooded man in front of him. “Her execution is in two days. Make sure you get her as far away from Sarddon as you can. I will pay you the rest when I know she’s safe.”

“You carry the assumption that we will fail,” the bearded rebel replied. He slipped the coin purse under the folds of his dark clothes. His bright blue eyes shone under his hood in the dim light.

“I know how these things can go.” Serein taught me that at least.

“You are paying us not to fail. And so, we shall not. Put your worries to rest. Everything will be taken care of. This is not the first time we have liberated a prisoner.”

Rameses grimaced. How many other innocents has my father had in the cells below the palace?

The thought had been accompanied by other darker ones the past several days. They haunted him along with the face of the assassin he’d shot in the kanisa. He squeezed his eyes shut to block out the memory, hand clenched so hard the ring bit into his skin.

“If you do not want to be noticed, I suggest you leave now. The soldiers have increased in this area as of late. You will not meet us here again,” the rebel said, and Rameses opened his eyes.

“Then how will I be able to get in contact with you again?” Rameses asked.

Reaching underneath his cloak, the man tossed something at him and Rameses flinched. He looked at the rock in his hand, feeling carved grooves of the twelve-branch tree underneath his thumb.

“The same way you contacted us today,” he told Rameses. “The magic in that stone is still there.”

“I still find it hard to believe that magic still exists here after all my father has done to eradicate it.”

“Ancient things are hard to truly eradicate. Sethos is no god, no matter how much he likes to play at being one. Magic yields to no man, not even him.”

Rameses stiffened. “What proof do I have that you won’t take the money and leave?”

“It comes down to trust, prince. If we wanted your money, we would have just taken it and killed you. The son of our enemy would be a powerful bargaining chip, but you are aligned with our own interests.” The rebel looked around, scanning the nearby alleyways. “Guards will be coming this way soon. If you do not want to be caught, I suggest you leave.”

Before Rameses could protest, the man melted into the shadows. Voices drew closer and Rameses ducked away into another narrow alleyway. The rock dug into his palm as he clutched it, and he looked over his shoulder at every sound.

By the Saints, I pray this works, he thought. I cannot let Serein die.
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The girl watched the two children trying to grasp the tall grasses, their orange and blue giggles painting the air with ephemeral petals. When they crawled to the edge of the blanket laid out on the ground, she pulled them back to the middle, but their curiosity always got the better of them. She had blinked and a year passed. Small hands and changing smiles kept her occupied, her focus fixed on the two growing infants that she managed to forget the White Snake and the Golden Lion most days. Only her nightmares kept the threats lurking beyond the forests alive.

A shadow passed over the blanket, and a hand touched the girl’s shoulder. She jumped up and grabbed the figure behind her, twisting the arm behind their back. Fear shot through her, and she drew the knife at her side. Flashes of blades, a sharp smile rimmed in white, and piercing green eyes flooded her mind.

“It’s just me,” a sienna-colored voice said, and the girl stopped.

She blinked, recognizing the female Elf, and released her. The Elf rubbed her wrist, but remained calm. Her bright brown eyes studied the woman before glancing at the children.

“I was coming to see if you wanted some lunch,” the Elf told her. “I can watch them while you eat or bring something out to you.”

The girl hesitated to ask for too much. The Elven siblings hadn’t asked much of her since she arrived, but everything came with a price. It was only a matter of time before they wanted something in return, and she feared what it would be.

The Elf brushed a fly from her face, the blue buzzing leaving a spotted trail through the air. “It has been over a year since you came here,” she said, and the girl braced herself.

“I can leave as soon as I get supplies for the journey,” the girl said quickly, glancing back at the twins as they watched an orange and purple butterfly fluttering near them.

“I was not going to ask you to leave. I was going to tell you that we are happy to have you stay here as long as you would like. We would not send you and the children out into the wilderness.”

The sienna words spun in the amethyst wind. The girl wasn’t sure she heard them as they faded.

“I do not know what past you were escaping”—the Elf looked over the scars along the girl’s arms—“but it will not find you here. You do not need to go rushing back to it unless you want to. The world is dangerous for children so young—that includes you.”

The girl put the knife away. “Bad things tend to catch up with me sooner or later.” Each day the children grew, she wanted to believe that her past would be unable to find her, but she couldn’t fully escape the sense of dread.

“Whatever is after you has to go through the Sava Forests first, and it is filled with its own dangers. If you want to make this place a home, you are welcome to.”

The girl looked past the Elf at the house entangled at the base of the towering tree. It was so different than the cold citadel of the Bone Vipers. Her memories of her own home were fragmented, but she remembered it was a place of warmth and laughter. The house in the forest had felt a bit like the home she remembered.

“You may not have had any choice in the things life handed you, but you can choose to start a new life here.”

An orange cry made the woman turn. Her daughter cried as the butterfly landed on her leg. The girl gathered her up, bouncing her on her hip and whispering soothing words. Orange and purple wings disappeared toward the trees as the butterfly flew away. She wiped away tears and traced the small nose and wet cheeks with her finger until the child’s sobs quieted. The Elf picked up the boy who kept his eyes on his sister, grasping for his mother.

The girl could see her children growing tall enough to run through the grasses and swim in the pond—to grow without fear and never know the harshness of the outside world that she bore on her skin. It was a dream she hadn’t dared plant for fear it would quickly die. Perhaps one day she would wake up and not hear the white whispers or feel the ache of the scar across her chest.

“This might not be a bad place for them,” the girl muttered, kissing her daughter’s nose until she erupted into a fit of giggles.

Orange and blue screams tore through Serein’s fevered dreams. She jerked to alertness, heart trying to claw out of her chest. Her eyes darted around the cell but found no colors hanging in the air. The pain wracked her body, and she slumped against the ground. She shivered, beads of sweat breaking out along her skin.

Not real, she thought, swallowing the permanent dryness caking the inside of her mouth. They’re safe. Just a dream.

“Looks like your wounds are catching up with you, volchitsa,” Xansas said as he waltzed over. His white skin glowed in the darkness like a sliver of moon. “Fortunately, you won’t have to suffer with infection for long.”

She turned her gaze to Death who stood at her side, closer now. His ancient rain-colored eyes revealed nothing. Serein watched the piece of wood roll between his papery fingers.

“It’ll be over soon, child. There will be no more pain, no more struggle,” Death told her. The pale silver words were soothing against her burning skin. “You will finally know true peace and rest.”

“Seems like Life has abandoned you, Serein,” Xansas said.

“Be quiet,” she muttered, closing her heavy eyelids. “Neither of you are here.”

“That’s hurtful, volchitsa. Treating me like I don’t exist. You’ll never forget about me. You can’t.”

Serein rolled onto her side with agonizing slowness. She let the darkness swallow her up. Sweat stung her oozing wounds as she drifted through her melting thoughts. Reality eluded her grasp, managing to slip out through the fresh wounds and bleeding out on the cell floor. She shivered as a wave of chills overtook her.

“Your day has come, assassin.” Barkan’s teal voice pried its way through the haze. “Time to meet the sword.”

The realization brought a moment of clarity. She slipped away from herself, feeling every creak of her bones, and the painful throbbing as it fell in time with her breathing.

Today is the day I die, she thought, laughing before it turned into coughing.

Barkan tilted his head. “Something amusing?”

“I wonder if today will be the day I really die. Will this one stick?” she asked.

“Looks like you’ve finally lost it,” Barkan said.

The key turned in the lock, letting out a dark blue grating sound. She continued laughing as the soldiers hauled her up, head slumped against her chest.

“Make sure her hands are bound. Can’t trust this one. I don’t think His Majesty would mind if she was missing a limb or two before she goes to meet the sword.”

Her hands were jerked behind her back, and Serein crumpled under the blinding agony coursing through her broken fingers. Xansas and Death followed the soldiers, phantom participants in her death march. Faces peered through the bars as she passed, blurring together in a grim scene of hollow eyes and broken expressions. She thought she recognized the faces of her mother, her family, and those she killed under the flickering torchlight. Mayte’s bruised face pressed against bars, mouth twisted into a sneer.

The guards dragged her through an underground tunnel out of the prison and into the hot outside world. She shut her eyes against the searing sunlight, catching a glimpse of the blue sky. The fresh air burned her lungs as she drank it in.

“Are you going to let them drag you around like an animal? I trained you better than this. Fight! Don’t just take this!” Xansas hissed, each syllable a white spike against her temple. “This is pathetic.”

“I’m tired,” she said.

“Death isn’t dignified, but neither is Life,” Death said in his lulling pale silver voice. “There is only the release.”

“Not yet!” Xansas snapped. “You need to fight until the last moment, Serein. You are my volchitsa. You fight and defy the odds. Tear them apart!”

“Rest now,” Death told her. “You’ve fought long enough.”

Serein cracked open her eye and saw the mouth of a wagon looming before her. A wagon brought me to this path and now it’ll bring me to my end, she thought. How poetic, as Rameses would say. Or is it ironic?

The ground dropped beneath Serein, and the grips of the rough hands released her. Blue sky swirled, and the fiery orb hovered over her like a lidless eye. The wagon disappeared in a sea of arms and colors. She tasted magic on her skin and saw its opalescent tendrils wrapping around her in a melodic embrace.

The crowd roared as bodies packed into the execution square underneath the hot sun. On the covered platform, Sethos sipped his wine. The Malik’s Guard and Kamau guarded the viewing area. Rameses stood rigid beside him, watching as the headless body of a prisoner was removed from the chopping block. The nooses swaying from the gallows cast eerie shadows over the onlookers.

“Remember this day, abnay,” Sethos told him. “This will not be your last mistake, but hopefully you will learn from this one.”

“I do not consider what I did a mistake,” Rameses replied through gritted teeth. This is all wrong. How many of these people deserved to die or were just accused of things they didn’t do because my father saw them as threats? How much blood has soaked these stones?

“I would be careful what you say. She is no different than the rest of the Ravanassë. If they do not submit, then they must be dealt with. That is the way of things. If you cannot do these things, then you will not be a successful malik.”

Rameses tore his gaze away from the scene and took in his father’s stern face. The truth perched on the tip of his tongue, knocking against his teeth. Anger burned inside his chest. For a moment, he imagined himself standing before the people and shouting out every one of his father’s deeds. But the look of Serein’s broken face in the throne room and the shake of her head kept him quiet.

Not yet.

A slumped figure was hauled to the center of the square, and Rameses’ breath caught in his throat. He stepped toward the edge of the platform, nails digging into the wooden railing. Serein was forced onto her knees on the bloodstained dais, head hanging low. She prostrated before the crowd as they hurled insults from bloodthirsty lips. The executioner wiped off the red from his scimitar while a priest stood administering last rites.

No! he thought, panic welling up. They said they would take care of things. Rameses looked at the steps leading down from the platform, but Ilderim grabbed his arm as he tried to leave. She shouldn’t be⁠—!

“You must be steady, sayyidi,” Ilderim told him in a quiet voice. “She doesn’t cower before death. You should do the same for her.”

“I would listen to your wali,” Sethos said. “You cannot turn away from this, Rameses.”

“Father, please stop this,” Rameses whispered, tears stinging his eyes.

“I told you there would be consequences to your actions.”

Rameses strained against Ilderim’s grip, blood roaring in his ears. No. Saints, please! Don’t let that be her! I trusted them!

Uriah stood on the perimeter of the square to hold back the crowds, dressed in the simple uniform of a city guard. No longer did the colors fill him with a sense of pride, but they felt like wearing lead. As soon as he’d been moved to the barracks, Firoz had informed him that his first rotation would be to control the crowds during the executions. The solemn look on his former lieutenant’s face told him that the orders hadn’t come from him. It crushed all Uriah’s hopes of sneaking to Rajiya and Baqir’s to see if Luca and Astra had made it there safely.

He attempted to block out the sight of the prisoner’s being executed, but when Serein had been pushed up to the chopping block, all the air had been sucked from his lungs. He knew it would be a matter of time before it was her turn, but he still wasn’t prepared. A part of him had hoped she had escaped.

But seeing her now, he knew, was part of the King’s punishment, to make him look upon his failure.

Serein’s hollow face was almost unrecognizable, her blue eyes full of broken light refracting defeat and pain. Grime covered Serein’s shift and skin. Dark stringy hair clung to her head. When he’d first seen her in Grasdan he thought she had been a living skeleton, but her eyes had still shown with fire. Now, all the fight was gone.

Stone protect me, Fire strengthen me, Water purify me, Wind guide me…He grasped at the mantra, but it crumbled, and his insides turned to water. His thoughts were drowned out by the roar of the crowd.

The executioner forced Serein’s head over the edge of the chopping block. Everything moved slowly, and Uriah couldn’t comprehend what was happening.

“No…” he whispered as people jostled forward to get a better look. 

Sunlight glinted off the sword as it arced through the air, coming down as he blinked. Serein’s head dropped, and her blood joined the splattering of those before her. He couldn't tell whether the scream came from the crowd or from his own throat.
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Luca rolled out from under the sheets to find his sister staring at the dancing flame trapped inside the lantern. The light threw stars and sunbursts along the cellar walls. Air whistled down the pipe in the ceiling, pulling him from a nightmare. He touched his stomach where he still felt phantom pain. The dream always happened the same way—a white snake with green eyes biting down on him and swallowing him whole.

“Are you okay?” his sister asked, clutching the stuffed rabbit Rajiya had given her.

“It was the dream again,” Luca muttered, yawning. He rubbed his eyes and shifted on the hay mattress poking into his back. “Why aren’t you sleeping?”

“I’m waiting for Mama to come. She said she would.”

“She will. Rajiya said it’s only been a few days.”

He grasped his necklace. So long as he kept it on, she would come back like she promised. The darkness of the cellar made it hard to tell time, but light managed to come down through the pipe. His stomach rumbled.

“Did you eat?” he asked. Rajiya and Baqir had left them a plate of bread, fruit, and meat-filled salteñas next to a jug of water. Even though the food was good and the cellar was comfortable, the old woman had told them that they couldn’t leave until night had fallen and it was safer.

Astra bit her lip, pulling at the chopped off part of her hair. “No. I’m not hungry,” she muttered.

“You should eat though.” She needs to eat, or she’ll make herself sick.

She looked like she would cry, and she rarely cried. Only in her sleep when she didn’t think he was awake. The floor was cold as he got up and sat next to her. “

Mama will come find us,” Luca said. “She said she would.”

“But she was hurt. And there were so many soldiers. What if they hurt her again?” Astra whispered.

“Uriah and Rameses are her friends,” Luca said. “She said they were helping her and would protect us. They won’t let the soldiers hurt her.”

Tears spilled down Astra’s cheeks, and she buried her head against her knees. “But they weren’t there! And they aren’t here now!”

“We have to wait.”

“I don’t want to be here without Mama. She said she was going to stay with us. I wish Abelia and Titus were here. And Nala. She would have ripped those soldiers to shreds. Rizwana could get us some of that baklava.”

Luca took his sister’s hand. Usually she was the strong one, unafraid and charging at the unknown, but now she was afraid, and Luca didn’t know what to do. He wanted to cry but didn’t. He pressed his head against hers and watched the lantern light.

“I miss her, too. When she comes for us, maybe we’ll finally go home,” he told her. “We stay together.”

“Together,” Astra said, sniffling and squeezed his fingers. “Always.”
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Abaya: a long, loose robe-like dress worn by women

Abite: run

Abnay: son/my son

Accipiter: a widespread Ravanassë tribe with dark skin and white hair that lives in the Idris region of the Old Kingdom

Aikhtiar: the selection competition for the Malik’s muharib

Akhun/Akhi: brother/my brother

Alkhaliq: the Creator god

Amir: prince

Amirah: princess

Arak: an anise-flavored liquor distilled from grapes, raisins, or dates

Arras: a tapestry hung on the walls of a room or used to conceal an alcove

Avia: grandmother

Azizi: beloved, treasured one

Azraq: a group of nomadic desert tribes that wear blue clothes

Badlah: the costume that a dancer wears

Babbouche: a dish with snails cooked in a broth made with thyme, aniseed, gum arabic, mint, caraway, and licorice

Bagh nakh: a weapon with four or five curved blades affixed to a crossbar or glove

Baghlah: a large ship with two to three sails

Baklava: a layered dessert made of filo dough, filled with chopped nuts, and sweetened with syrup or honey

Batbout: a bread made of semolina that cooks with a pocket like pita bread

Bazaar: an enclosed marketplace or street where goods and services are exchanged and sold

Beghrir: a small, spongy pancake with holes made with semolina or flour

Berkoukech: a soup eaten in the winter months made of chickpeas, onions, tomato paste, carrots, zucchini, and mhamsa (small pieces of pasta)

Berrad: a teapot

Bissara: split pea soup

Boed tân yn mynd â chi: May fire take you

B’saha: to your health

B’stila: a thin, crispy filled pastry that can be sweet or savory

Burnous: a long cloak of coarse woolen fabric with a pointed hood

Caid: local chiefs

Calamor: a group of powerful Immortal mages

Carissima: dearest

Carreg cryau fi: Stone strengthen me

Carrom: a board game where players flick disks at smaller wooden disks to get them into any of the four corner pockets

Cazuela: a name used for a variety of dishes, such as stews, cooked in an earthenware pot

Chebakia: a deep-fried pastry made of strips of dough rolled to resemble a rose then coated with a syrup made of honey and rosewater and sprinkled with sesame seeds

Chermoula: a marinade and relish

Cuirass: a piece of armor consisting of a breastplate and backplate fastened together

Dao: a single-edged sword

Delam: my heart

Diffa: a feast

Dijil: Sarddonian currency

Djellaba: a long, loose-fitting unisex outer robe with full sleeves and a hood

Dhow: a type of ship

Donec iterum conveniant: Until we meet again

Effendi: a suffix used to denote respect

Effugere: run

Einab: grape

Elfennau: the elemental deities of the Wendish faith

Falak: a giant mythological serpent

Fiat justitia ruat caelum: Let justice be done even though the heavens may fall

Gandora: a long, loose-fitting robe worn by men and women

Galu: good fortune

Ghalyan: a single or multi-stemmed instrument for smoking tobacco

Gwae: a type of elk from the Silver Shores

Habibi/Habibti: my dear, my darling, or beloved

Hammam: a place for public bathing

Harissa: a hot chili pepper paste

Haya: life bracelet

Hîr vuin: the title for the king of the Vale

Ifrit: a demon made of smokeless fire

Jird: a long-tailed burrowing rodent related to the gerbils

Kaftan: a long, flowing robe-like dress

Kamancheh: a bowed string instrument

Kanisa/Alkanayis: church/churches

Kasbah: a type of fortress or citadel

Keffiyeh: a scarf worn by men

Khanjar: a curved sword-shaped dagger

Khobz: bread

Koubba: a shrine

Koummya: a long curved dagger

Lacaraite: impossible

Lamellar: a type of body armor made from small rectangular plates

Lumina adiuva nos: Lights help us

Maddau imi: forgive me

Maamoul: a date-filled cookie

Maaqouda: a potato fritter

Mahia: fig liqueur

Majlis: sitting places for meetings

Malika: queen

Malik: king

Mangalah: a leather cuff used in falconry extending from the wrist to the elbow

Marhaba: welcome

Maqua: a group of five warriors that serve the king of the Vale

Mazar: a mausoleum

Mazarine: a deep purplish blue derived from cobalt

Mea culpa: my fault

Medersa/medersis: a college

Medfouna: a stuffed bread filled with meat or vegetables, suet, herbs, and spices

Milcaos: steamed potato cakes studded with bacon

Moussem: a festival

Msemen: a flatbread eaten by itself or stuffed with meat

Mu’assel: a syrupy tobacco mix smoked in a hookah

Muharib: warriors of the Malik

Mutabbaq: a thin, panfried bread folded over a savory or sweet filling

Ney: a thin wooden flute

Ogee: a distinctive pattern with two continuous S-shaped curves that form an oval before repeating out

Oud: a short-necked stringed instrument similar to a lute

Okht/Okhti: sister/my sister

Palaúlfa: small wolf

Palmeraies: palm groves

Picarones: deep-fried dough rings made with sweet potato and squash, and drizzled with a spiced molasses syrup

Pob hwyl i ti: Good luck to you

Qamis: a long tunic or gown worn by men

Qaris: priests who read from the holy texts during worship services

Ras el hanout: a spice blend

Ravanassë: people of the Old Kingdom with Immortal ancestry that have the ability to use magic

Rida’: hooded cloak

Roc: an enormous legendary bird of prey

Samaa’ : a tribe of Sarddonians that live in Baltha Gorge

Sadiqi: my friend

Saifrakasas: coliseum fighters

Sahriminha: Sarddonians with Immortal ancestry that have the ability to use magic

Salteña: savory pastries filled with meat mixed in a sweet, slightly spicy sauce containing olives, raisins and potatoes

Sandali: a covered table with a heater underneath

Santur: a trapezoid-shaped hammered dulcimer

Sanguis enim sanguinem: Blood for blood

Sayyidi/Sayyida: my lord/my lady

Scimitar: a sword with a curved blade that broadens toward the point

Sfenj: a deep-fried doughnut

Shafrah: a small, curved utility knife

Shahrban: governor

Shakshouka: baked egg tagine in a sauce of onion, peppers, tomatoes and spices such as cumin and paprika.

Shatranj: a form of chess that has six different pieces (shah=king, pil=bishop, rukh=rook, farzin=queen, asp=knight, and pujada=pawn)

Sidi: sir

Sirwal: a type of baggy trousers

Smen: aged butter

Sooq: open-air street markets

Tadelakt plaster: a waterproof lime plaster

Tagine: an earthenware dish used to cook food; also the name for meals cooked in the dish

Tombak: a goblet-shaped drum

Tureen: a serving dish for foods such as soups or stews

Umm/Ummi: mother/my mother

Vade in pace: Go in peace

Vizier: advisor

Volchitsa: she-wolf

Wadi: a valley, ravine, or channel

Wali: personal guards of the royal family

Wil: fly

Za'atar: a spice blend made of dried herbs such as thyme or marjoram, dried sumac, and sesame seeds

Zellij: geometric patterned mosaic

Months and Days of the Week

Months: Esta, Nésa, Ista, Kemen, Airen, Súru, Hlón, Soron, Calina, Endien, Ango, Yelwa

Days: Ennaar, Atyaar, Nelyaar, Cantaar, Lemenyaar, Mettaar

Countries of Cemiyon

Bar Elenion: the country on the northern continent next to Edolas. It’s the homeland of the Immortals and is split into the kingdoms of the Vale, the Fae, and the Elves. Main language is Elpahta.

The Black Isles: a collection of islands in the Edola Ocean. It’s made up of many tribes and serves as a trading post between the northern and southern continents.

Edolas: the kingdom on the northern continent between Zhao and Bar Elenion. Ruled by a queen. Capitol city is Olhouser. Language spoken is Edola.

Faldore: the kingdom of the Fae in the west. Ruled by a Fae king. Main language is Elpahta.

Ginjarr: the kingdom on the southern continent next to Sarddon in

the east. Ruled by a king and a council of tribal leaders. Main language is Ginja.

Illamatras: the trading city between Edolas and Bar Elenion. Often called the bridge between the Immortal and mortal lands.

The Old Kingdom Sarlyria: the kingdom west of Sarddon. It’s ruled by the four Immortal Kings. Capitol city is Caew-im-dwinath. The country has many languages, the main ones being Sarlyrian, Elpahta, and Common.

Sarddon: the kingdom between the Old Kingdom and Ginjarr. Ruled by the Malik. Capitol city is Oyon. Main language is Sarddonian and Common.

The Silver Shores: the country and birthplace of the Vale located in Bar Elenion. Rule by a Vale king. Main language is Elpahta.

Sinabrac: the island nation close to Sarddon and Ginjarr. Ruled by a king. Main language is Sinabian. Capitol city is Città d’oro.

Wendale: the neutral country between the Old Kingdom and Sarddon. It’s ruled by a council. Capitol city is Herr Gorreg. Language is Wendish.

Zhao: the kingdom on the northern continent next to Edolas. It’s ruled by the Ascended Emperor and is made up of various tribes, each led by a chief. Capitol city is Fú Lián. Main language is Lóng Shé.

Religion of Sarddon

Alkhaliq: the creator god with six elemental children—water, earth, fire, air, light, and shadow.

The Twelve Divine Saints:

Rahat (The first Saint and Saint of Light): She could manipulate light. She divinely received the word of Alkhaliq under an olive tree and defeated a horde of ifrits plaguing the city of Noor.

Shukri (Saint of Nature): He could make plants grow. Created a forest to protect his village from a horde of bandits that hid his people and used the plants to kill the bandits.

Hafiz (Saint of Illusions): He could create illusions. He stopped an invading army with an illusion of thousands of soldiers and monsters.

Arwa (Saint of Beasts): She could communicate with animals and beasts. She tamed a flock of rocs in the desert to stop them from attacking a city.

Raz Nura (Saint of Water): She could manipulate water and was originally a prostitute. She saved a whole village by creating an oasis in the middle of a desert.

Esmail (Saint of Earth): He was blind and could manipulate the earth. He created the wall around Oyon that prevented the city from being overrun.

Faysal (Saint of Earthly Knowledge): He was a scholar who could remember everything he ever heard, saw, or experienced. He collected great works from around Cemiyon to put in the largest library in the world, the Library of Mala.

Aziz (Saint of Wind): He was deaf and could manipulate the wind. He saved Oyon from a massive monsoon by redirecting the storm.

Zaman (Saint of Healing): He had the ability to heal. He went around Sarddon, healing the sick and coming up with many lifesaving treatments and medicines.

Alath (Saint of Heavenly Knowledge): She possessed great wisdom from Alkhaliq. She opened schools across Sarddon and discovered how to build the great dome of Alqamar Palace.

Basira (Saint of Fire): She could wield fire and had a deformed leg. She fought and defeated a falak in the desert.

Zubaida (Saint of Sand): She could manipulate the sands. She stopped a massive sandstorm from destroying Oyon.

Religion of the Old Kingdom

Mirarnediad: the creator god who dwells in Ië, the starlit heavens. He made the twelve Lights to rule the world they created and maintain balance.

The Twelve Lights:

Yestarë: the firstborn Light. She created the silver tree, Thavnath. From its fruit came the Vale, and she taught them how to use magic through song.

Malinalda: the sister of Yestarë and the second Light. She took the seeds from Thavnath’s fruit and made the Elves.

Lalaith: the third Light and wife of Gwaihir. She created the animals and creatures of the world.

Gwaihir: the fourth Light. He created the Fae.

Nolmë: the fifth Light and husband of Malinalda. He filled his library with knowledge and all the events of the world.

Belegurth: the sixth Light. He controlled the earth and created the landmasses and continents.

Rannath: the seventh Light and the sister of Belegurth. She controlled the waters and created the oceans, rivers, and lakes.

Egnor: the eighth Light. He created the sun and fire.

Lámina: the ninth Light. She was the sounds present, past, and future.

Laiquassë: the tenth Light. He was responsible for the spirits of the dead.

Rauta: the eleventh Light. She cherished metal and fashioned them into objects of great beauty and power.

Vanya: the twelfth Light. She created the moon.

Dúath: the thirteenth Light and husband of Vanya. He created shadows and the night. He and Vanya created humans. Dúath betrayed the other Lights by trying to seize their power and was cast out.

Colors of Sounds

The Aanisah: dark purple voice

Abelia: sienna-colored voice

Armor: orange-red

Arrows: yellow-orange

Astra: sunset-orange voice, lilac-colored footsteps

Bal: lavender

Baqir: topaz-colored voice, yellow footsteps

Bells: peach

Blades leaving sheaths: light green

Bones: dingy amber

Bowstring: dark sapphire

Camels: turgid green

Cats: light peacock-blue

Ceramics: ruby

Chains: speckled green

Chainmail: orange-red

Charcoal scraping: orange

Clapping: bright blue

Claws: pink

Coins: dark blue

Crickets: aqua

Crows: lavender

Death: pale silver voice

Dishes: ruby

Dogs: pistachio-green

Door hinges: teal

Elephants: rosewood

Eneca: rose-colored voice, green footsteps

Fabric: magenta

Faeron: heather

Falcons: dark lavender

Fang: opaque blue voice, orchid-colored footsteps

Fayruz: fir-green voice

Faysal: emerald-green voice

Fire: purple-blue

Glass: ruby

Hasim: coffee-brown voice

Head against stone/wood: bright blue

Hisein: twilight-blue voice

Horns: auburn

Horses: goldenrod

Horse hooves: vermillion

Ilderim: ocher voice

Il-Makah: onyx voice, light tan footsteps

I’timad: indigo voice, brown footsteps

Kamanchehs: fiery red

Kamau: navy-colored voice, sienna footsteps

Karam: light azure voice

Key in a lock: tangerine

Knuckles on a door: muted blue

Laia: currant-colored voice

Leaves rustling: mulberry

Life: bright yellow voice

Luca: sky-blue voice, rose-colored footsteps

Lujayn: mauve voice

Magic: opalescent

Mayte: muddy brown voice, olive-green footsteps

Metal against metal: orange

Monkeys: dark blue-green

Murdag: amber-colored voice

Nala: peacock blue

Nashwan: honey-colored voice, dark yellow footsteps

Ney: luminous yellow

Nightjars: pale red

Oud: chartreuse

Paper: light plum

Peacocks: fuchsia

Quill on paper: amber-orange

Ragnhildur: periwinkle voice, ginger-colored footsteps

Rahim: ice-blue voice

Rain: opaque purple

Rajiya: bright orange voice

Rameses: gold voice, orange footsteps

Rasima: violet voice, green footsteps

Rats/mice: coral

Ringing in Serein’s ears: white

Rizwana: lapis voice, hazel footsteps

Rocks/stones: silver-white

Salatis: powder-blue voice

Salveig: apple-red voice, leafy-green footsteps

Santurs: marigold

Seagulls: burgundy

Serein: pale yellow voice: light blue footsteps

Serein’s mother: turquoise-colored voice

Sethos: blood-red voice, dark purple footsteps

Small birds: bright coral

Stairs creaking: blue

Sword blade: orange

Thunder: bronze

Titus: velvet blue-colored voice

Tombaks: emerald

Uriah: forest-green voice, gray footsteps

The Vale: thistle-colored voice

Wagon wheels: ivory

Warden Gharib: lemon-colored voice, dark amber footsteps

Water: opaque purple

Water pump: bright orange

Whips: sapphire

Wind: amethyst

Wings flapping: pale emerald-green

Wooden sword: blue

Xansas: white voice

Yasmine: ginger-colored voice
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