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The day the end began for us was a day like any other. Haze covered the sky, and the sun was a distant outline smothered by murk. We awoke, grabbed our shovels, and walked to the Hole of Bones. It was rumored that it used to be called the Square of Stars, back when lights could be seen in the sky. Now, the grandchildren of those astrologers rolled bones to divine our fates, and the bones told us to dig a hundred graves in the icy sand. A middling number — sometimes, we’d need two hundred by day’s end. Other days were good, and only twenty or thirty sufficed. So we went about it, digging shrines — soon to be planted with souls — in the endless frosted sands outside Homara’s battered but not broken mudbrick walls.

Next, we enjoyed an energizing elixir. Himyarites ran all the qahwa houses in the city. They roasted their beans on sand after sifting them from clay bellies they’d buried in the earth. Rais Zafar got a discount for us, on account of him being Himyarite himself and hailing from a tribe beloved by their sultan. We downed thimblefuls of their strongest brews while waiting for work to find us.

A runner from the Bargah — the domed heart of the city where the Shura met — usually delivered our work. Today, the runner was a young boy who was breathless and hunched over on our lounging carpet, his ribs outlined beneath his sweaty caftan.

“So… a kidnapping,” I said after he’d finished his report. “And of Sheikh Rofgar’s dear daughter, no less.”

“Bandits waylay more pilgrims on the trails each day.” The boy had a grating Goldveil accent. “May Lat curse them with blood plague.”

“Careful with those curses, boy. Might be they find their way back to you.” I took a long, bitter sip. “None of this sits right. Rofgar’s no fool.”

Old Rofgar was among the most revered sheikhs in the city, and one of the Seven of the Shura. He would not have let his daughter go to Zelthuriya for pilgrimage without protection enough to deter bandits.

Our Rais, Zafar, sat in thoughtful silence as the boy said, “Peace and blessings be upon you” and ran back to the Bargah. We drank our dwindling cups and waited for our Rais’ thoughts to find his tongue.

“Bandits could not make trouble for a caravan so large and well-defended,” Zafar said. “This smells of khagan. Perhaps Khagan Nasrid. Or worse — Helmas.”

Khagan Temur Nasrid Qandbajari and Khagan Temur Helmas Dorudi — scary names for scary men whom we did not want to cross. But the Shura paid us well, and so we couldn’t stick our heads in the icy graves we’d dug that morning. Our mission was simple, though it masked complexities: find Sheikh Rofgar’s daughter and the rest of her caravan and bring them back to Homara.

We prepared by sharpening our swords and spears and filling our packs with hard bread. Some of us bound our hilts in fresh cloth, dyed green for the Order of the Green Field. Others rubbed their armor with tallow to ward off desert dust. Men knelt, whispering the Recitals of Chisti as they checked their arrows. And then we made off.

Traveling merchants had sighted the broken carts and camel carcasses of the pilgrimage caravan only a few miles east, within Khagan Nasrid’s so-called territory, though Khagan Helmas contested that.

Last I heard, the Shura were on better terms with Nasrid than with Helmas. They played one against the other, ensuring that Homara stayed free. But such a dangerous game always had its risks, and perhaps this was the first sign they’d run afoul of one of these two brutish grandsons of Seluq.

The desert outside our walls had a lovely nickname: The Golden Grave. It was a wonder that Homara still sent pilgrimage caravans to Holy Zelthuriya in the first place, considering how some pilgrims returned suffering from my least favorite plague of all: the dim shape. But the people rightly believed that only Lat could end the plagues and calamities that bound our existence. The saints would only take our prayers to Lat if we visited their shrines, and there was no greater shrine than that of the holiest saint of them all. For Sheikh Rofgar’s daughter to have made the dangerous journey to Saint Chisti’s shrine in Zelthuriya was an act of charity that would — hopefully — benefit us all. One pious man or woman’s prayer, heard and accepted by Lat, could bring an end to this long, gray era.

And so we set out hopeful, with prayers on our tongues. If it was indeed bandits, then they would no doubt ask for ransom — why else take a wealthy woman and her caravan captive? While we journeyed, the Shura assured us they’d ready sacks filled with gold coins, each emblazoned with the Eight-Pointed Star of Lat and the Simurgh of Seluq, to offer in ransom.

We arrived at midday to a desolate sight. Flies swarmed in black clouds over the carcasses of camels, their bellies pierced open by spears, their tongues swollen. The two dozen carts, brightly painted for pilgrimage, were smashed and broken. A wheel here and there still spun in the breeze. There were no arrows or weapons left behind. The raiders had dragged the pilgrims out against their will.

Why hadn’t the guards fought back — did they surrender? Homarans, in my experience, were not so craven.

Horse hoofprints surrounded the wreckage, each small in size, telling us we faced swift raiders — at least two score. Though likely many more; if the guards surrendered, then it must’ve been because there was no hope of resisting.

We followed the hoofprints to a series of caves, the mouths of which were flanked by smoothed arches. Our saints had always warned us never to enter such places — they said the caves belonged to a people long forgotten, who sailed the Golden Grave back when it was a sapphire sea before the world froze. They believed themselves emperors of the waters, yet their thrones were carved in the likenesses of things that slumbered far below, things they mistakenly worshipped instead of Lat.

Now — thousands of years after they’d vanished — we stood in front of one of their caves. Whoever had attacked the pilgrims had brought them to a place so cursed. And if they were still here, we could be in for a fight.

With swords, spears, and bows drawn, we went in. A heavy dread settled in our chests, as if we were entering the maw of some great and vile beast. We passed smooth walls covered in letters that resembled sinuous sea waves. Our torches lit the way as we ventured deeper, deeper, until we found something: an altar.

Severed human heads, as well as arms, legs, and organs were arranged in front of the altar with ritual artistry.

Other heads hung from the ceiling on chains, and hands were perched on sticks that stuck out of the walls. There were plucked eyes on an ornate brass plate, and livers stacked high on another. Below the dais, in a neat row, were right legs, and in another neat row, left legs.

Bloodrunes had been scrawled across the appendages — some resembled letters, others pictures of men, stars, trees, or animals, each stroke made by nail or finger. One thing was clear: This was a bloodwriting ritual — a dangerous form of sorcery, often embraced by heretics of the reviled Path of the Children.

All this carnage was laid in offering to a metal statue of a headless, tentacled creature holding its own head. Its limbs were elongated and spindly, and its bizarre head was shaped like a melon, with tentacles for a beard. Were Ahriyya and his legions being worshipped here? Or was it perhaps something even more wicked?

The glinting metal idol seemed at odds with the weathered stone surroundings, as if it had been brought to this ancient place from some accursed smelter. The Ethosians worshipped metal idols — but even for them, this one was strange. What kind of god or angel would behead itself and take its own head in its hand?

The butchers had left no clue as to their identity. Only a stinking death remained in these caverns. The air was stagnant, and the stench of flesh was heavy. I was not bothered, though.

It felt like home.

“I seek refuge in Lat from the whispers of Ahriyya,” Rais Zafar said, his hands raised in prayer. “Collect what we can and take the bodies back for burial. To Lat we belong and to her we return.”

“To Lat we belong and to her we return,” we repeated.

Of course, collecting what was left of the bodies was the sensible thing to do, and yet many of my comrades were frozen from the sight of this orgy of dismemberment. It seemed the body parts had been coated in a resin or oil that preserved them, which made the whole thing more bizarre.

“We should not be here,” Sal, one of my new recruits, said. He was a soft-cheeked boy of fifteen, son of a poet, grandson of a poet, great-grandson of a poet. But he could loose an arrow quicker than a wordsmith spits a verse. “Curses like this linger. If ensnared, we’d all wear it like a cloak. We’d bring it back with us. Spread it through the city.”

Others in my lance seemed to agree, nodding and raising their hands in prayer.

“Oh, of course. I bet there are devs here, too,” said Oddface Orban, a man so skeptical that he licked his coins to ensure they were gold; he claimed to know the taste of different metals and liked to tell the pleasure girls he tasted like iron, down below. “Look, behind you! It’s laughing!” He made a gargling sound from deep in his throat, as if he knew how devs laughed.

“This no time for joke, friend,” said Alinder, who’d grown up in the deep deserts of Himyar, coaxing water from stones and hunting glass-skinned serpents. “Devs follow us home. Then they order servants to carve out livers while we sleep. They feed to nasnas they keep as pets.”

“Enough!” I banged the hilt of my sword against a pillar, leaving a bruise on the ancient stone. “You are each paid not to cower, whether to man or jinn. And more than that, we are men of faith. Might be that there are cravens in the Order of the Green Field, ready to shit themselves at the thought of devs and curses, but I won’t suffer them in my lance.”

The men stared at the floor or bit their lips in shame. A Qa’id like me was the father of his lance, and the Rais the father of the order. I intended only to teach my men not to fear an empty hall full of cut-up corpses.

It would take hours to collect the severed parts, put them into sacks and containers scavenged from the wreckage, and haul them back to our waiting camels. With darkness ever on the march, there was not time enough to match the limbs, heads, and bodies. One of the hands I wrapped was so small it must’ve been that of a child no older than ten. Another head I wrapped was that of an old man, who had likely heard stories from his father and mother of before. There was little that we prized more than those who could tell us of before: the gilded age when the righteous Saint Kings ruled our country with an open hand. A time when peace reigned in Alanya; when generous men like Saint Mezud, who could double a harvest with a prayer, went about filling all empty stomachs; when the pilgrimage roads were so safe, maidens could travel through them without escort in the dead of night.

To see an old man perish this way was an even greater tragedy than a child’s untimely death, for now we were severed yet more from our gilded past. And without a great past to remember, what hope was there of a decent future?

The only worse death I could conceive was that of a righteous person. I knew I was holding the head of one by the nur of her skin: Even in death, she glowed. A beautiful woman, with glossy black hair that curled gently around her heart-shaped face. Her eyes were open, and so I stared into those pearly nutmeg orbs, wondering if I’d ever crossed her path when she could still blink.

“That’s her,” Zafar said. “Ruqaya. Sheikh Rofgar’s eldest and most cherished.” He tried to take her head from my hands, but I resisted. “Let go, Qa’id.”

I didn’t want to yet. There was something alluring about eyes frozen at their moment of death. And yet, her face was pleasant, as if the saints had welcomed her into Paradise as soon as her heart had stilled.

“Razi,” Zafar said my name.

I loosened my hold on her cheeks. “Sorry. Drowning in a sea of thoughts.”

“You were smiling,” he whispered. “Ballad Barzan is watching, you know.”

I foolishly glanced at Barzan, but he was now hiding behind a pillar. “He doesn’t like my smell.”

“Or he likes it too much.” Zafar cradled the head at his side and put a firm hand on my shoulder. “In any case, men were not made for sights such as these… even you. Don’t drown.”

As much as he was fierce, loyal, and strong, Rais Zafar was wise. He was a campfire shining brightly through the murk. A torch in the caverns of night.

With the body parts all wrapped and collected, we loaded our camels and made the sunset journey back to Homara before the oppressive desert darkness could swallow us.

Once we were through the gates, Rais Zafar, the other Qa’ids of Green Field, and I assembled at the Bargah. The lamplighters were going about the pleasure gardens, oiling and lighting the torches, as dignitaries in silky caftans went in and out of the center building with the maroon dome, which always reminded me of a turban’s ornament. The Shura would be busy through the night dealing with this calamity.

I was surprised by the sight of Sheikh Rofgar, falling to his knees in the dirt and wailing, his orange beard drenched with tears, his turban speckled with dust. Was it wise to show such weakness, especially in front of your rivals in the Shura? Even more surprising was the tender thought that crept into my head as I watched him cry: What if that were my own daughter? Perhaps it was a mercy, then, that I did not have children. To have a child would mean I’d have to bury her. True, I would cherish her love and company for a time, but would it be worth the pain of separation?

We’d dug a hundred graves that morning and all would soon be filled. The bone rollers had divined the exact number of dead in this caravan, but they’d forgotten to add all the others who would die in Homara today — from swollen bellies too painful to bear or from having their necks opened by desperate men hiding in empty grain houses. No matter: We would simply dig more graves. Burying bodies in the cold sand was the only peace we could give the dead.

“Who did this to my beloved Ruqaya?” Sheikh Rofgar howled as he pounded the dirt, startling me from my thoughts. “By Lat and her saints, who dares do something so cruel?” He stood, straightened his back, and raised a fist. Given that he usually hobbled about with a staff, such sudden movement must’ve been hard on his hips. “I only know one man with the intent and savagery capable of this. Remember, Khagan Helmas threatened us. Said if we didn’t double our tribute, he would punish us. This can only be his doing!”

My first thought: Did Khagan Helmas have a bloodwriter in his service?

I whispered in Zafar’s ear, “You think he’s right?”

“In my experience, the sons of Seluq will consort with anyone — abominations included — for a single grain of gain.”

“But why do something so… grisly to a city you’re simply trying to tax?”

“Your guess is as golden as mine, Qa’id.” He turned to face me and put a hard hand on each of my shoulders. Squeezed. “Your night of guessing has only just begun, I’m afraid. I’ve put you in charge of solving the puzzles, if you get my meaning.”

I wasn’t sure I did. Zafar must’ve pitied me when he saw the bewildered look in my eyes.

“You have to put the bodies back together — by sunrise. All one hundred, limbs properly matched and sewed, so they can each be buried whole before the midday prayer tomorrow. This will no doubt help the people mourn. I trust that, given your — shall we say — unique disposition, you will manage this task successfully."

I nodded without hesitation. “Of course, Rais. By sunrise, I promise to put them all back together. But I do have one little thing I must attend to tonight. It’ll only take an hour or two, at most.”

“As long as you do your job, your time is yours to spend how you like.” He clutched my cheeks. “You know I rely on you, much more than I do the others, right? You understand why?”

It was always a good feeling to have Zafar’s trust. I nodded, resolute that I wouldn’t disappoint him.

Before I could put the bodies back together, I had to meet the night maiden. I’d found her black coin under my pillow this morning, which meant she needed me. Good thing, because I needed her, too.

We met at the usual place: the broken palanquin on the Street of Song, which was caked in layers of dust, the limestone villas that once housed the famed philosopher poets of Alanya now abandoned to ruin.

As usual, the night maiden was veiled — I couldn’t even see her. She sat in the palanquin while I stood outside its splintered, weathered window, a distance that made our arrangement comfortable.

“Please excuse me,” she said, her tender voice hoarser than usual, as if she’d been crying. “Today was a difficult day for us all. Do you notice how much darker it is than usual, tonight?”

Every day was difficult. Every night was as dark as this one. “Wickedness never sleeps.”

“Then it is a blessed thing that a good man like you doesn’t, either.”

If I was a good man, then the world was doomed. True, I’d pledged to walk the straight path, like every khazi — or at least, the straightest path open to me.

But sometimes the straightest path was a maze.

“Did you summon me because of what happened to those pilgrims?” I asked, though she couldn’t have known about it when she’d snuck into our barracks — somehow — and slipped that black coin under my pillow, all while I was pissing on a wall outside.

“No, it’s nothing to do with that. Yet it is a heavy thing I would ask of you, tonight.”

“Go on.”

She cleared her throat. “For many a dismal moon, I have watched these streets. One man in particular is guilty of great sins, the likes of which have no justification. He seeks out hungry orphans, promising them bread. Then he takes them into the desert, and come the next morning, I find their bones.”

“You mean their corpses?”

“No, they are bones, picked clean. By whom or what, I cannot say.” She let out a trembling breath. “He does this each moon on the thirteenth night.” Which was tonight. “You must stop him, Razi.”

“That’s not how I work. You know that.”

“But this is urgent. The girl he snatched… she’ll perish if you don’t help her.”

I had a way of doing things. I had to mark him first. Killing him without marking wouldn’t sate the Stranger whose thoughts and urges so often possessed me.

But marking had another benefit. It gave me time to verify the night maiden’s claims, to ensure I was walking the straight path whenever I serviced her requests. This was all too sudden.

I also had a job to do for the Rais. Those body parts weren’t going to reassemble themselves, although the thought was delightful.

“I’m disappointed,” I said. “The night we met, I laid out my rules. Until now, you’ve always respected them.”

“Rules? A sinless girl is going to die. Would it please Lat to allow that? How will you defend yourself on the Day of Reckoning when she asks why you let an orphan be slaughtered? Is it because no one will remember her? If her father was Sheikh Rofgar, would you then rush to save her, like you did this morning?”

She had me there. It was hypocrisy, plain and simple, to urgently strive to save a rich man’s daughter and ignore the plight of an indigent orphan. That was not the straight path.

“You’re a shrewd one,” I said, knowing I was cornered. “Fine. Tell me where.”

I crept into the desert — something only the mad do in the dark. I followed the trail that the night maiden had described, which wound through boulders larger than a palace. It led me to a patch of scrub where the darkness seemed alive, where it almost breathed.

The girl being tied to the post was straw-haired and bony. The man tying her to it wore a thick, hooded cloak over his caftan, of harsh carded wool like that of a dervish.

But he was no dervish. When he turned to face me, startled, the gleaming kohl around his eyes told another story, as did the golden, sapphire-laden rings on his fingers. This man was not just rich; he was one of the Seven of the Shura.

“Sheikh Talha,” I said, as surprised as he was. “What in Lat’s name are you doing out here so late?”

He gave me a good squint. “You’re one of Zafar’s men. Have you been following me?”

The desert aged men quickly, but Sheikh Talha’s face was as unlined as brushed copper. It told the story of a man whose belly had never twisted with hunger, who’d never prayed for rain to get a drop to drink.

I gestured to the girl, whose mouth and hands were bound with rope so coarse, her lips bled. Her tired, bulging eyes told a story as well — one of fear, helplessness, and loss of hope. “I don’t think she wants to be here.”

“You had no right to follow me. The Shura never allowed you to pursue one of the Seven.”

“I’m not here on behalf of the Shura or my Rais.” I gave him a smile, relishing how inappropriate it was. “I’m here on behalf of me.”

I was thinking of a way to mark him before I stabbed him with the dagger concealed in my coat, then realized that it was like cheating at knucklebones, only I’d be cheating myself. Marking must be done at least a day before the kill to have any meaning. The longer I waited between marking and killing, the more satisfying the latter was — though it’s never a good idea to wait too long, as it spoils the anticipation.

There was no anticipation to be had here, so perhaps I ought to at least learn why Sheikh Talha, of all people, was tying starving orphans to posts in the middle of the desert during the doomed night.

I stuck my hand in my cloak, making it obvious what I was clutching. “Have you anything to say for yourself, sheikh?”

The girl whimpered softly, a sound so small it was devoured by the wind.

“I’m saving Homara,” he said.

“It doesn’t seem that way to me.”

“Who do you think keeps us safe? You?” He snickered. “Tell me, Zafar’s dog, what comes out at night in the desert while we sleep safe behind our prayer-inscribed walls?”

“Let me guess.” I glanced around, hoping one wasn’t watching. “Devs.”

“And do you think the devs do not demand a price?”

“A price for what?”

“For ensuring Homara isn’t another pile of skulls and rubble beneath some khagan’s hooves.”

I pulled out my dagger and gestured to the orphan. “And she has to pay that price. Why not you?”

“No one will cry for her. She’s just another mouth we don’t have enough food to fill.” He pointed to her shins, which were covered in rings of tiny bites. “Look how the rats nibble on her as she sleeps in the gutter. You think she even wants to cling to life? Better she die so the rest of us can live.“

That didn’t sound like the straight path. It sounded like hypocrisy — the worst sin of all.

But Sheikh Talha was a learned man. Each member of the Seven of the Shura had memorized the Recitals of Chisti and served in a saintly order for years. They were revered not just for their wealth but their piety.

“Is it not our prayers to Lat that keep us safe?” I asked to test him.

“You’ve been alive for — what — nearly thirty years and yet you still believe our prayers are heard?” He shook his head. “The saints are sleeping in their shrines. Their souls are deep beneath the sea. They cannot hear us. They cannot take our prayers to Lat. If they could, the sky would have brightened long ago.”

“So many words.” I took a step toward him, dagger firm in my hand. “All just to dress up your faithlessness.”

He took a step back, hands jittery at his sides. “It is not faithlessness but rather good sense. After all the dead ends and pitfalls, the truth is clear to me.”

“What truth?”

“A man of reason can only serve what can serve him. The devs are real. I persuaded them to protect Homara, and they asked for a small price — one sinless soul, whenever the moon is half eaten. You and me, we have sinned. But a child is always innocent, even the filthy ones like her.” He looked to his left and right. Sand and more sand. His eyes darkened with resignation; he knew there was nowhere to run. I was a Qa’id, trained to kill men twice my size and strength, and he was a perfumed ponce.

Sheikh Talha got on his knees and clasped his hands. “It-It was her low birth that doomed her, not me. So please, try to understand. I’m doing this for all of us. So we can live. If you interfere, if you displease the devs, there will be calamity untold.”

Marked or not, I so wanted to kill this man. It would be sweetly satisfying to slice the neck of a hypocrite. Someone who had strayed so far from the straight path that he served Ahriyya’s own minions — the despicable devs.

But what if he was speaking the truth? Pick any direction, walk a thousand miles, and all you’d find are rubble and pits where once great cities stood. You’d likely happen upon a tower of skulls, as well — the khagans liked to glorify their cruelty.

Though this was nothing less cruel. The weak should never pay while the strong get off free. I also had a more practical motivation, now — he’d seen my face. Clever, clever night maiden, not telling me who he was. It all amounted to one thing: Sheikh Talha must die.

“In the name of Lat and for the good of her servants,” I recited, steadying my heart and hand. “I’ve said my prayer, now you do yours. Go on. You’ll feel better.”

He shuddered and swallowed hard. “How much do you want? I’ll pay you twice what Zafar does in a year. Just let me return to my villa. I’ll never speak of this, and I’ll never hurt anyone again. Please.”

“Don’t beg me. Beg Lat.” I raised my dagger above his head. “You can’t save your life, but you can still save your soul.”

The Stranger within me stirred, pressing his hunger onto my will. Both our hands now gripped the hilt.

“PLEASE D—” Sheikh Talha shouted before I plunged my dagger into his collar, splitting carded wool and silk and skin and sinking deep into his flesh. As I pulled it out, blood spurted onto the dark sand.

“To Lat we belong and to her we return.” I savored the kill for a sweet moment, allowing the Stranger his satisfaction, then wiped my bloody dagger on the silver-threaded caftan beneath Sheikh Talha’s coarse robe.

“Fuck,” I muttered, digesting the awful fact that I’d killed one of the most powerful men in Homara. Would I have to hide this from Zafar? But that would put distance between me and the one person I could trust. “Fuck.”

I turned toward the girl. I unbound her mouth first, though she did not scream or say anything, only whimpers. Then I untied her hands, watching as they weakly dropped to her sides. When I freed her feet, I had to catch her before she stumbled onto the sand.

The girl was not well. Perhaps she’d not been well even before Sheikh Talha had kidnapped her. Likely, he’d chosen someone soon to die, so he could convince himself her life held little value and continue believing that he was serving something greater. Even hypocrites need to feel good about themselves.

I carried her back to the city, entering through the crevice in the wall that I oft used. I walked through the stinking streets, stepping over beggars and their shit, and laid her at the door of a trusted and kindly healer that we frequented for our battle wounds. I put one of Talha’s bejeweled rings beside her — whether he could help her or not, it was payment enough, and a risky one at that. But it was a risk worth taking. For the sake of my soul, I needed to serve Lat more than I did the Stranger within me.

I knocked on the door, hid, and watched as he took her inside.

Then I went back to tend to Sheikh Talha. Thankfully, I found him as I’d left him. I had no water, so I washed his body with sand. “Lat forgive you,” I said, considering those three words sufficient for sending his soul onward. There was a cave nearby that contained the chasm where I liked to put the remnants of my hidden endeavors. I picked up his body, draped it over my shoulder, and trekked to the cave.

The pit I dropped it down was so deep, it took a while to hear his corpse thud against the rocks below. It was both a satisfying and safe sound.

As I was leaving the cave, something whispered in my ear.

“That soul is not sinless.”

I turned to look in every direction while reciting, again and again, “I seek refuge in Lat from the curses of Ahriyya.” I was reminded of my lance’s conversation about devs. I hurried to Homara, only relieved of the disquiet when I was back behind its prayer-inscribed walls, as Sheikh Talha had described them.

I told myself I’d imagined the whisper. I told myself again and again, until I half believed it. My night was far from done, and I couldn’t get through it if I were so rattled.

The bloodrune-covered body parts I needed to match and sew were being kept in a storehouse that had once held grain — a thing we no longer had much of. Thankfully, it provided enough space for me to lay out ten rows of ten heads each. I then went about matching each head to a torso, which I then found the arms and legs for. The eyes, unfortunately, were impossible to match, so I arranged them by color, hoping to learn more about the dead in the morning. If I knew their eye colors, I could at least give them the right color tomorrow, though not exactly the right eyes.

I’d sewn so many battle wounds for comrades that it took me little time to sew a head and limbs onto a torso. It also helped that the cuts were so clean, as if the work of an expert butcher. But even considering that, it would be impossible to sew a hundred bodies in half a day, so I summoned eight men from my lance.

It proved challenging for them. We toiled well past dawn, breaking my promise to the Rais. It was almost midday when we’d finished sewing all the bodies back together — eyeless — and so we returned to the barracks.

While we’d been working, our comrades had dug a hundred fresh graves. By day’s end, we’d filled only half: Most had perished of hunger, left to stiffen in the streets between spice awnings and silken canopies. Many were foreigners, too — refugees from cities that had been laid low by one host or another commanded by Seluq the Dawn’s grandsons or great-grandsons. They’d survived the khagans but could not survive their own empty bellies.

As for the graves I’d helped dig the day before, they would soon be filled by the bodies I’d reassembled.

The next morning, with the help of the grieving, I reinserted the eyes back into the heads, though not everyone was satisfied. Even if the eye color was the same, eyes are ultimately painted by the soul, and so it was obvious when I’d gotten one set of brown eyes confused with another. But brown eyes were far too common, and I didn’t have the time to differentiate them all.

All told, there was only so much I could do to comfort the living. The mourners mourned, the widows wailed, and the sheikhs sang their recitals.

The gods laugh, the Stranger in me blasphemed. I didn’t like those words — there was only one god, and she didn’t mock our misery — but I’d stopped trying to quiet him. Stopped trying to fight him and push him down deep into some abyss within me. Whether I liked it or not, he was me and I was him. We shared this body, mind, and soul. I wanted to save him, but he wanted to send me to hell.

The gods laugh and mock and jape. The Stranger was in some mood, not fully sated by a markless, rushed kill — his hungers stirred by my handling of all those cold, oiled corpses.

I allowed myself a riposte: There is only one god and her name is Lat.

There is only one god. The Stranger laughed. And her name is Death.
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I was dreaming of dancing limbs when someone shook me awake. My eyes shot open to the sight of Rais Zafar, hard-faced as ever, wrapped in his favorite green cloak.

“Up,” he said. “We ride.”

I groaned and dragged myself out of my thin blanket. “You ever take a job that waits for the sun, Rais?”

“The sun doesn’t shine, Qa’id. Haven’t you noticed?” His smile was brief.

I still carried the secret of what I’d done, and it was growing too heavy to bear. But how could I tell Zafar that I’d killed Sheikh Talha, one of our seven employers?

I pondered it as I doused my face, clearing away the sleep. Just because yesterday was tedious and difficult didn’t mean today was going to be easy. That was the life of a khazi. There were no days off, and even sleep was a luxury. I couldn’t hold this secret for long or else they might begin to pile up.

We saddled a pair of camels in silence and slipped out of the barracks before the morning prayer. The city of Homara grew distant behind us as we rode across the desert. The sky above was as it had always been — gray, heavy, endless. No blue. Just dust from the death of a mountain none of us had ever seen.

Zafar rode ahead. After a while, he said, “You did good, sewing all those body parts. No one else could have managed it so well.”

I put my hand on my heart. It always warmed me to hear his praise.

“But you were late,” Zafar said. “Preoccupied with your task, were you?”

I didn’t want to spoil his admiration by mentioning what I’d done to Sheikh Talha. Better to savor it, for now. “I’m sorry, Rais.”

“Sorry isn’t what I want to hear from you. Sorry is what a child says when he spills his milk.” He sighed, short and abrupt. “A man stands on his priorities. Just make sure you’ve got the right ones. And make sure you’ve got the reins in hand, not him — do you understand what I mean?”

I nodded. That was wisdom to ponder. But I wanted to move past talk of my failings. “So… what puzzle do we solve today?”

“It’s wormrot. Half a day out. East.”

So that was why he hadn’t brought the others. Best not to risk its spread. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

I chuckled darkly. “We could almost be going to a wedding.”

“Slightly less pleasant.”

We rode on in silence. I could read the discomfort in his rigid shoulders well enough. While I didn’t mind plague cleansing, it seemed to take a toll on him.

“You ever get tired of it?” I asked, hoping to tease something out of that heart he liked to hide.

“What?”

“You know, cleansing plagues.”

I caught the faintest shake of his head. “Better we do it than someone who doesn’t fear Lat.”

That wasn’t much of an answer, but I wasn’t expecting one — Zafar spoke little about the past and about the things he carried. Although, for a moment, he looked at me as though he might say something more. But he didn’t. He only nudged his camel faster, dust rising around him.

We had half a day before we reached the village. I considered telling him later during the ride, but figured I had time, and so urgency never compelled the words onto my tongue. The camels trudged on, their long shadows stretching thin in the red dawn. The sun was a dim coal straining through the haze.

“Your camel limps,” Zafar said.

I glanced down. The beast’s step was uneven, sinking too deep in the sand. “He’s old. Some days, I feel the same.”

“Hah. You’re a good thirty years younger than I am.”

“Your lance is better behaved than mine. They’re giving me gray hairs in places I didn’t know I had hairs.”

“It’s your fault they’re like that. You know that, right?”

“Yes, yes. It’s my fault that Orban opens his bread before he bites into it. That he inspects the, you know, of the pleasure girls before he marries them to make sure they’re not men.”

Zafar smiled. “All right, I admit — I do feel the urge to bury my knuckles in that fool’s nose.” He burst out in laughter, unguarded and belly-deep, the same laugh I remembered from our earliest days scrounging through salted tracts, when it had been the only thing that could warm me. Sometimes you feel cold in your bones, and neither a good meal nor tender words nor a hug can ease that shiver in your soul. Zafar never knew it, never intended it, but his laughter had always promised more than his words ever could. Even now, hearing it thinned the dread in my veins and lifted something heavy from my chest. If my Rais could still laugh like that, then perhaps one day the sky would brighten.

I laughed too, and then we lapsed back into silence. The desert rolled on, dunes giving way to cracked flats where nothing lived. In the distance, the black stubble of palms from a long dead grove poked up from the sands.

By noon, we reached a grouping of low mud huts, scattered like broken brown teeth at the edge of the desert. The wind carried the smell first. Not death, but the wet rot that comes before it. It clings to the back of the throat, sour and damp. My camel balked, tossing its head. I couldn’t blame the beast.

No voices greeted us. No children running barefoot through the sand. No merchants crying wares. The silence was thinner than the midday chill.

We dismounted at the edge. Zafar tied his camel to a blackened palm stump. I did the same.

The drape covering a doorway hung half-open. I caught a glimpse inside the hovel — shapes huddled on mats, thin legs twitching under coarse blankets, flies circling their mouths and nostrils. One turned its head toward me, and on its face I saw movement. Something pale and writhing, coiling in the darkness of an empty socket.

I bit down hard on my tongue and clutched my sword in its sheath.

Zafar rested a hand on my shoulder. “Not yet. Remember what I taught you?”

I’d acted on instinct. I nodded. “I remember, Rais.”

We moved deeper into the village. At a dry well, a woman sat slumped forward, chin on her chest. At first I thought her asleep — until her jaw cracked open. A slick, white shape shone in the back of her throat, then disappeared down her windpipe.

I wanted to retch. Instead, I gripped the hilt of my blade until the leather bit into my palm.

“Not yet,” Zafar reminded.

We continued on.

Finally, we halted at the farthest mud hut in the village — when it came to cleansing plagues, it was always best to begin at the deepest end and work back to the beginning.

Zafar unsheathed his sword. His lips moved, quietly at first, then louder, until I could hear each word.

“In the name of Lat, we act not for bloodlust nor for gain. We act only for the good of all her servants. May she see our hearts and forgive us our transgressions.”

I swallowed hard and repeated the words as dutifully as I could.

When I finished, Zafar was looking at me, his expression dimmer than the tired sky. “You ready?” It was as if he were asking himself.

I felt more ready than he looked. “Mercy has many forms.” I unsheathed my scimitar. “Even this.” I hoped my words were reassuring.

“You have the wisdom of your father. Don’t waste it like he did.”

The mention of my father made me more uncomfortable than the things we had to do to cleanse this plague. “How about we get it over with?”

Zafar nodded.

We entered the first hut.

A woman was inside. Alone. She knelt by a bowl of stagnant water, her lips sickly, her eyes blackened by sleeplessness. She didn’t scream when she saw us. She only looked up, as though we were nothing more than tax collectors.

“In the name of Lat, for the good of her servants,” Zafar and I recited, once again.

The woman whispered something. Maybe a prayer, maybe a curse. She rose to her knees, swaying like a reed in the wind, and looked at Zafar — not me. Her gaze begged him for mercy, though her lips never formed the words.

I did it. My blade slid across her throat with practiced swiftness, and she folded like a garment cast aside. Ah, like eating a stale date. The Stranger felt slightly nourished — though a stale date was no meal. I wiped my edge clean, ready to move on to the next hut. Zafar lingered, staring at the pool of blood.

“Rais?” I said.

“There,” he replied.

Out of the pool came a worm.

The thing writhed across the dirt floor, pale, leaving a trail of shimmering slime. It wasn’t large — no thicker than a finger — but the way it moved with hunger and purpose turned even my stomach. Zafar stepped forward and ground his boot down until the worm burst with a wet pop. Foul fluid oozed out. Somehow, the thing still twitched beneath his boot, as if refusing to admit it was dead. Zafar pressed harder until nothing remained but pulp.

Killing worms was not nearly as satisfying to me as killing people, but I needed to be as quick with it if I wanted to keep breathing. “Remind me, Rais — how long can they live outside of a human body?”

“Half a day, at most — so the scholars say.”

Which was how long it took us to get here on camelback. So long as we killed everyone, those worms could never reach Homara, thank Lat.

The next hut held two men lying in the last throes of wormrot. Their skin was stretched thin, bellies grotesquely distended. Their lips moved in faint whispers that might once have been prayers. I stepped forward, muttered the words, “In the name of Lat and for the good of her servants,” and drove my sword into their chests. The steel slid clean; the work was mercifully quick. Behind me, Zafar crushed the worms that spilled from their anuses, his boot grinding until the sinuous things screamed — a shrill sound like a cat’s screech — and burst with slime.

We moved on. We got in a rhythm. I was the blade and Zafar the boot.

Sometimes a body split before my sword touched it, the worms desperate to flee their collapsing host. They writhed across the ground, quivering in unison, as though some single thought commanded them all. Zafar stomped and stomped, while I cut throats, split chest cavities, and even enjoyed a few beheadings.

We recited the words in turn, over and over, though they began to feel heavy on the tongue: In the name of Lat and for the good of her servants, some of whom we were executing. By the tenth hut, it sounded less like a prayer and more like a verdict. Still, I swung the sword. Still, Zafar’s boot came down. And together, we cleansed the village.

We pushed open the next door and froze. A woman sat cradling her daughter in her lap. The child couldn’t have been older than six. Her eyes were sunken, her lips colorless, but she clung to her mother’s neck as though the embrace alone could keep the worms at bay.

The mother whispered something, rocking her child as if to soothe her to sleep, though her voice cracked with every word. She didn’t even look at us when we stepped inside. Her gaze was fixed on her daughter’s face, as if by sheer will she might deny what was happening.

The girl stirred, and from the corner of her mouth wriggled a white strand — thin, glistening, alive. The mother pushed it down into her throat, refusing to see it for what it was.

I thought of the girl whose life I’d saved last night. They could almost be twins. Sheikh Talha had wanted to kill that girl for the greater good, too.

The mother looked at us. Her reddened eyes burned with an impossible, foolish hope. “Please. She’s only a child.”

I muttered the prayer. My sword was steady while Zafar’s shook.

“Please,” the woman rasped. “She doesn’t have wormrot. We’ve prayed to Lat. We’ve burned the rotten clothes. Please. Let her walk into the desert. Please. Just — just let her live.”

The girl buried her face in her mother’s breast, clutched her dress, and whimpered. Not from the wormrot. From fear of us.

I let out a sigh, then raised my blade high.

When it was done, we stood outside the last hut. The air was dusty, and I could still taste the stench of worms on my tongue.

Zafar hadn’t spoken. Not a word, not even a prayer. He kept his head bowed, staring into the sand as though he saw something in its shifting grains.

“Are you feeling well, Rais?” My voice was hoarse from all the prayers.

He looked at me then, and for a moment, I wished he hadn’t. His eyes saw someone else, someone long dead. He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. “I’m fine, thank Lat.”

Zafar was the pillar I leaned on when my own faith cracked. The pillar all two hundred men in the Order of the Green Field leaned on. He always had to be “fine” for our sake.

“Go fetch the camels,” he said.

I did as commanded. We mounted them and rode through the dunes in silence. The carnage of the village behind us was already sinking into memory, the cries of men, women, and children passing with the wind.

The Stranger was hardly sated, though. Killing plague-infested people was like killing someone already half-dead, and so it only derived a half-satisfaction. It was far less fulfilling than when I’d killed Sheikh Talha, a powerful man full of vitality, though that was a rushed affair and thus far from perfect. Perhaps it was finally time to tell Zafar about it. But considering how much discomfort he’d just swallowed, I figured it could wait until we were back in Homara.

He rode ahead, his back straight, but I noticed his head tilt now and then. “Don’t slouch, Raz,” he muttered without turning to look. He was getting old. Before, he would bark it mercilessly.

Now it sounded as though he was reminding himself, not me.

“Almost forgot,” he said. “We have to stop somewhere on the way home — should be quick.”

Some farmer hadn’t paid his monthly quota of dates and olives, Zafar explained, and the Shura had tasked us to motivate him. We rode across hilly scrub toward a tributary of the Wahi River, where a meager oasis clung to life from its trickle.

It was no lush paradise. Just a few palms swaying in the dying breeze. Yet the branches were laden. Clusters of maroon-ripe dates sagged toward us, and I found my mouth wet at the thought of their sweetness.

Normally by now, you’d expect a hound to be bounding our way, howling to alert the landowners of two shadows on the prowl. Or some burly son of the soil, likely brandishing a scimitar, hulking toward us to see if we were bandits come to take, or a khagan’s men come to take even more.

But there was only the rustling of the wind against the palm leaves.

Zafar grabbed a few dates that had fallen on a bed of yellow grass. “Lunch.” He tossed one at me. I caught it and brought it toward my mouth.

“Don’t!” The voice tore across the hillside.

A young woman emerged from behind a scatter of rocks, stumbling into the tepid light. Her caftan was drenched in blood from collar to navel — thick, shaded swathes. A sickle dangled from her hand, dripping red as she leveled it toward us. “The land’s sick!”

Zafar spit his half-chewed bite and slapped mine out of my hand. Sick land could mean many things, blood plague being the worst.

The woman brandished her sickle our way. “Who are you?”

“Calm down,” I said. “We’re men of the Shura.”

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” The sickle shook in her jittery grip.

“This estate is six days late paying its dues.” Zafar showed her his open hands. “We wouldn’t know that unless we were working for the city.”

She looked down at the ground, then back at us. “Baba will pay. He only needs time. There’s been trouble with the land. Like I said, it’s sick, and so you should leave.” She almost screamed her next word. “Now!”

“Can’t do that.” I put my hand on the hilt of my scimitar. Squeezed the green cloth. “Whose blood is that?”

“We just butchered a goat.”

“With a sickle?” I let out a single chuckle. The Stranger could never mistake his favorite smell: the sour-sweet, thin-as-wine tang of human blood. It wafted from her caftan and dripping weapon.

“Put it down, lady.” Zafar obviously knew it, too. “You don’t want to go sickle to scimitar with us.”

I unsheathed and raised my blade to show her we were serious. It still smelled of worms, and the young woman’s nostrils twitched.

Sense prevailed over panic; she lowered her weapon. “Please. Please just go.”

“We’ll go,” I said. “Once we’ve had some words with the owner.”

“He’s dead.” She shivered. Tears welled in her bloodshot eyes. “My father… he’s dead.”

“Did you kill him?”

“I had to… he was not himself.”

“Show us. The Shura will ask if we saw the body.”

“Please just leave.”

“Show us,” I insisted. “Or we’ll take you to the city. I believe they behead people for fratricide. Like to make a big show of it, too.”

Her jaw tightened. For a moment, I thought she might lift the sickle again. Then she slumped, trembling.

She took us to a walled villa that sat amid tended fields. It was nice enough that it wouldn’t look out of place in Homara’s Goldveil district, amid so much shimmering limestone. The vastness of the land was even more impressive — someone in the Shura must’ve given it to this family, as the woman’s accent was too foreign for them to have been here long.

“What do we call you?” Zafar asked her.

She paused, glanced at him in fear, and swallowed hard. “My name is…” Each word was a jitter-filled hiss.

“Forgotten it?”

“Paila. It’s Paila.” It sounded foreign. She looked foreign, too, with almond-shaped eyes, a flattish nose, and lank chestnut hair.

Paila opened the gate leading into the villa’s courtyard. She gasped.

“He was here.” She pointed at a red stain that spread across the pathway, fresh, its iron stench rising sharp. “I swear it.” She raised her sickle, her knuckles turning white, and darted her eyes around in every direction.

Glass shards glittered at the far end of the courtyard like jewels. Broken stone slabs lay scattered, some marked with streaks. The villa door hung from one hinge, moaning as the wind pushed it back and forth. Tremendous violence had occurred in this place.

“Maybe you didn’t actually kill him,” I said, both weary and wary. “Most don’t know the difference between dead and a nice, deep sleep.”

“I was sure, I mean I thought…” Paila shivered as she muttered out painful words. “He was so…”

“Tell it plain.” Zafar’s hand was glued to his hilt, though he hadn’t pulled his sword out yet. “Did he try to beat you? Is that why you did this?”

“No!” She seemed offended. “Like I said, he was not himself.”

“Was he drunk?” I asked.

“Not drunk!” Her gaze drifted to the bloodstain. “He became very angry. Smashed things left and right. He was speaking with another voice. And he tried to… he tried to…”

“Tried to what?” Zafar’s tone betrayed his impatience. Usually, I was the impatient one while he kept it together, but it had been a long day and an even longer week.

Before she could answer, a wail rose from inside the villa.

“Oh no, Amma.” Paila raised her sickle and dashed through the broken door.

Zafar and I glanced at each other, as bewildered as we’d been in a good while.

We followed her, stepping into a ruin. Shattered lamps and broken tables lay in heaps, their edges dark with stains. The walls bore gouges as if some beast had raked them with iron claws. The air was thick with dust, blood, and something else — a damp, fetid odor, like cloth that had rotted at the bottom of a well.

Upstairs, a woman was lying on a floor bed. Her eyes were open and moving, but her eyelids had wasted away. I could not imagine how she still lived. Her body was inside-out — it can’t quite be described any other way. Balls of pus covered her flesh, and they formed yellow rivers across her body.

“Fuck.” I held my nose and turned away. Even the Stranger found little to delight in.

“By Lat and the saints,” Zafar muttered.

Paila grabbed a cloth and wiped a stream of pus that had just burst from the woman’s lip.

“Have you no sense, lady?” He finally pulled out his sword. “There’s no virtue in letting such a sick woman linger like this. It is cruel.”

Paila gazed up at him. “She’s my mother.”

“Even more reason for you to give her relief. She’ll find more peace in Barzakh.”

“It’ll—It’ll spread.”

“What will spread?” I sighed. “What the fuck is going on here?”

“Whatever it is that’s making her sick. It’ll go inside of you if you kill her.”

That didn’t sound like any plague I knew. Obviously, we feared wormrot, having just cleansed a village of it. But slow wormrot kills people within hours or days, and fast wormrot within seconds. Both variants made people weak, not aggressive like our impression of her father, and no one lived long enough to have wasted away as much as her mother had.

But I was still sure of one thing: “The dead don’t spread plagues,” I said. “Only the living.”

Paila did not seem to agree, the way she was shaking her head, frayed hair falling onto her face. “I’m telling you, that’s what happened to Baba. It was Diah who got sick first. He tried everything to help her. Even the healers couldn’t figure out what was wrong. So instead of watching her suffer any longer, he poured hemlock into her milk.”

“Who’s Diah?” I asked.

“She was his other wife.”

The estate was rather large, so that didn’t surprise me. More wives means more children means more hands to help manage the farm. But such households were rarely peaceful. Jealousies erupted between wives, which, if allowed to fester, could poison the children against each other.

“Where are your brothers and sisters?” I asked.

“I don’t have any.”

“So who does the harvesting?”

“The four of us would work together. Sometimes we’d hire help from the nearby village.”

Could it be the village we’d cleansed? But this affliction wasn’t wormrot, as far as I could tell.

The putrid woman looked at her daughter. “Paila,” she rasped. “Leave this place.”

I glanced at Zafar; he was staring at the rivers of pus on her body, his nostrils twitching from the buffet of awful stenches. He was right: Anyone with mercy would’ve slit her throat.

“We can’t just let this be.” He brandished his scimitar. “Life is not a thing to cling to. For the virtuous, the afterlife is far better.” He turned to Paila. “Help your mother recite her prayers, and then we’ll help you send her forward. It is the right thing to do, and Lat is watching.”

I feared Lat was not in this house. There were no scrolls from the Recitals of Chisti. No prayer beads, no kneeling carpets, nor anything else holy, even among the mess of broken things.

Paila could’ve used some. Holiness is a shield and it has three layers — a sermon I’d heard a thousand times on Prayerday. The first layer was the physical: what people and items you kept around you. The second layer was the words you uttered and your actions, whether toward yourself or others. The third and most important layer was your beliefs and your ruh.

There was nothing holy here. Even the smell was starting to sting my eyes.

“Go, Paila,” the woman pleaded, her voice like broken glass. “Go before it comes back.”

That’s when I saw it: Her mother opened her mouth to lick and swallow the pus dripping from her lips — at the back of her throat, a slithering, sinuous, pale being peeked up at me with a human eye.

“Worm,” I said. “There’s a fucking worm inside of her.”

Had the wormrot already spread? Perhaps it had struck yet more villages and farms.

“No, there are no worms here,” Paila said. “No worms. I would’ve seen them.”

“I just saw it.” I raised my voice. “It’s hiding inside of her. It’ll spread if we don’t kill her and the worms.” I unsheathed my blade and approached the woman.

Paila got in my way, shielding her mother. “She doesn’t have wormrot. You’re mistaken.”

“I already heard that lie today.” I loomed my head above hers. Sniffed. “Maybe you have it, too.”

A laugh from the darkest hell sounded downstairs. It made every bone in my body shudder.

“Shit.” I turned toward the doorway. “Hardly safe to be upstairs when there’s a madman downstairs.”

Another laugh sounded. This time, it came from the putrid woman.

“You call us worms.” Her cut-up, pus-ridden lips contorted into a smile. “But in truth, we are gods.”

“Amma, what are you saying?” Paila covered her mouth in shock.

Zafar and I decided to ignore her, for now. We approached the staircase, sharp ends forward. Paila stayed at the threshold of her mother’s room, gripping her sickle with both of her trembling hands.

The dark laugh shot across the air, again. It came from the courtyard. It reminded my soul of fears I’d buried deep. Fears older than my memories.

We hurried down the stairs and into the courtyard. Paila’s father stood in his own bloodstain, his intestines spilling out of the sickle-shaped wound in his belly. His bony shoulders shot up out of the ripped-wide collar of his dark gray caftan.

He had no weapon. But the way he looked at us was more terrifying than any sword or spear. The worst kind of crazed smile was spread across his lips. It was enough to make me wish I’d never come to this place.

With my sword in my right hand, I gripped my dagger with my left. I was good at throwing them. I could land the blade between his eyes. Whatever controlled that man’s body, whatever made him smile like that, did not belong in this world.

Paila approached the three of us, sickle forward.

The smile on her father’s face turned into a frown. He began muttering in the most guttural, dark voice I’d ever heard. But it was not any language I knew, nor was it composed of sounds I’d consider human.

I took a step toward him.

“Temur, I miss you.” Her father was now speaking with the voice of a little girl. Strangely familiar, though I couldn’t quite place it. “Why—why did you hurt me?”

Hearing that voice was like finding a sweet, juicy date after digging up a grave. I wanted to hear it again.

Meanwhile, Zafar’s mouth was stuck in a gape, his eyes wide.

“Temur, it’s dark here,” the man said in that same voice. “They tell me I’m living inside a fallen angel. But I don’t like it, Temur. It hurts all the time.”

Each time he said “Temur,” my skull felt like it had been smashed by a hammer. The faded echoes of screams rang in my ears.

“Temur, we loved you,” he said in a little girl’s voice. “Temur⁠—”

Zafar lunged forward and stuck his sword in the man’s neck, then pulled out and slashed across in a wide stroke. The head flew clean off with an eruption of blood.

With our roles reversed, I raised my boot, waiting for the worms to stream out.

But none did.

“You certain you saw a worm in the woman’s mouth?” Zafar asked.

“It-It had an eye,” I replied.

“Worms don’t have eyes, Razi.”

I turned away and tightened my hold on my scimitar. “I saw what I saw.”

A miserable ache radiated from my forehead down into my neck. I stumbled forward, struggling to grip myself.

Zafar caught me before I fell. “Get a hold of yourself.”

“You heard what it said, right? The voice… the girl’s voice…” I’d heard that voice before, but the message was for another. It was calling out for ‘Temur,’ which was the most common name in Alanya, so it could’ve been for anyone, really.

“It was just making mischief.” Zafar looked at me with that same look from before — the one I wished I’d never seen. He wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at someone else, someone behind my eyes, someone so hidden I didn’t even know his name. “I think… it was a jinn that possessed him,” he said. “A dev, to be more precise. If you think about it that way, it makes sense what the girl claimed, about the sickness spreading upon the death of its host. The dev may have possessed his other wife, first. But when he poisoned her, it chose to possess him instead.”

A dev seemed more likely than a worm, true. It was the devs who’d tricked Sheikh Talha into murdering orphans. Devs delighted in all sorts of profanity.

But I refused to accept that I’d somehow dreamt that sinuous creature with the human eye, staring at me from inside Paila’s mother’s throat. “And the mother? What explains her sickness?”

“A dev can possess a person for a long while, and yes, it can even possess two people at the same time. When it does this, it can drain the vitality of one body to strengthen the other, which explains why the father was able to claw holes into his walls. I’ve seen it happen, Razi.”

“In Himyar?”

“No… in Kashan.”

Zafar never talked about that part of his life. Once in a while, he would tell us about Himyar and its cloud-drinking towers, warrior-librarians, and endless fields of silver barley. But Kashan? It was the ghost he’d never speak of.

While we’d been talking, Paila had gone back inside. Our business here was not complete, so we followed her.

She was wiping more dripping pus off her mother’s lips. If it wasn’t wormrot plaguing this place, then at least we could spare Paila from our swords. That gave me some relief, though the Stranger was a tinge disappointed.

Zafar explained his theory to her. Paila only nodded, saying nothing, resignation written across her worn face.

“Do you people pray?” he asked her. “There are verses in the Recitals of Chisti. Devs can’t possess those who read them daily.”

“It’s complicated,” Paila answered.

“No it’s not. It’s either ‘yes’ or ‘no.’”

“We prayed… but we changed who we prayed to, the way you’d change your clothes.”

I wasn’t so surprised, but Zafar raised his chin, disgust spreading across his lips. “That’s likely what invited the dev into your home, in the first place. Why turn away from Lat?”

“Because some days were so hard. People think because we have all this land, that we’re wealthy. But this land… it’s no good. What little it gives… bandits, the Shura, khagans — all get their take. Only crumbs left for us. Baba wanted to increase the land’s yield. Wanted to summon the rains. So he… he…”

As the woman surrendered to her tears, Zafar turned suddenly and pulled up his sword belt. “We have to get going before the darkness creeps in.” He gave me a nod, his expression dread-filled, and walked out of the room.

I let out a long sigh. “Paila, I’m going to kill your mother, now. But before I do, you should repeat after me. I seek refuge in Lat from the whispers of Ahriyya. Say it three times, with your palms open and raised. It will protect you from jinn.”

She mumbled the words between sobs, the faith not reaching past her lips, not piercing through her grief. Then she went to the door, and with tears heavy on her cheeks, looked at her mother one last time before leaving the room.

I faced the putrid woman and clutched my scimitar in both hands. A half-smile jittered onto her face.

“Do you know me?” I whispered.

The woman made a long, raspy sound from her throat.

“Who was that?” I asked. “The girl… the little girl whose voice you were imitating earlier. When you were inside the man’s body. Who is she?”

The raspy sound became louder as the woman’s smile widened, pus sliding out of her open nose and dripping down her black teeth.

“The worm with the eye… you said you were gods…” I shook my head. I was asking foolish questions. Devs were tricksters. Their tricks were meant to undermine our resolve, our faith. “In the name of Lat. For the good of her servants.”

I raised my blade and took her head clean off. Those bulging eyes continued to stare at me, even as the head slid down the pillow. I turned away and wiped my edge on the bedsheet, adding a bloodstain beside all the pus.

The Stranger was not pleased. Killing the plagued and possessed was like eating rotten meat. I’d have to find a better meal for him soon.

Outside, Zafar was consoling Paila and telling her what she should recite and what scrolls to hang on her walls. This was now her land, even though she didn’t seem to love it. Regardless, her problems were no longer ours — thank Lat.

I still hadn’t told Zafar about Sheikh Talha. It would have to wait — he had enough to keep the sleep away tonight.

In disturbed silence, we returned to our camels and headed home.
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That night, I found another black coin beneath my pillow. The night maiden wanted to see me.

I was ambivalent.

And it was not because I was tired from cleansing plagues — the Stranger’s appetite for killing was so boundless that it obscured all my other feelings. It was because her last request had been problematic. Killing Sheikh Talha would have been a lot more satisfying had I marked him at least a day before, but it wasn’t entirely unsatisfying considering his immense hypocrisy. There was something delightful about killing hypocrites, like eating ripe dates off the branch. The bigger problem was her lie of omission.

I met the night maiden at the broken palanquin on the Street of Song. I stood outside the grated window while she sat within, a shadow beneath a shadow.

“You forgot to mention he was one of the Seven of the Shura,” I said.

“Does it matter?” she replied in her tender voice. “Whether wealthy or destitute, a sin is a sin. Is that not so?”

“I don’t like surprises. And I don’t like to be rushed. And I don’t like… I don’t like to upset my Rais.”

I expected her to counter with something clever and annoying, something like, “Would you rather upset Lat, then?” but instead she said, “I understand. You’ll be relieved to know that this time, it is not so urgent. Though I fear you still might not like it.”

“Why is that?”

“Because it is a woman.”

I’d killed my fair share. “A woman is capable of as much wickedness as a man. More, so some scholars say.”

“So it does not violate one of your rules?”

“If I had a rule against killing women, I would have told you the first time we met.”

“I thank you for being clear, then. I do hope, one day, you’ll trust me enough to consider verification unnecessary. And I hope, with all my heart, I haven’t harmed whatever trust we had.”

“You have… not irreparably, though.”

The night maiden let out a quiet, jittery, relieved breath. “She works at the Temple. Do you know what I’m referring to?”

“That gaudy brothel on Paradise Square?”

“Most would refer to it as a pleasure house, considering its clientele. Have you ever been there?”

“I know where it is.”

“She works the night hours. Her name is Soraya and she has red hair. She is also quite captivating.”

“Soraya… What are her sins?”

A bitter breeze blew by, rattling the splintered beams of the broken palanquin.

“On certain nights, when she is not working, she listens for the cries of a newborn. So that she can silence those cries, forever.”

“You’ve seen her do this?”

“I am the watcher when no one else is watching. Since you have your rules, you’d do well to watch her, too. But you’ll have to wait. She only sins on the new moon, when the sky is at its darkest.”

That was one week away. My usual process was to verify, mark, and kill, in that order, but I sometimes marked before verifying and I sometimes verified right before killing. A week between marking and killing sounded lovely, like fermentation.

Delayed gratification can be sweeter than wine. The Stranger certainly thought so.

“We are making this city a purer place,” the night maiden said.

“Is that what you believe?” I wanted to believe it, too.

“I believe Lat will only hear our prayers when there are more good men in this city than bad.”

We all believed some variant of that. It was the only hope to bite onto. “What is a good man?”

Whatever definition she gave, I hoped it encompassed me. But she kept her silence, choosing to give none at all.

A few nights later, it so happened that Zafar and the other Qa’ids of Green Field planned to tour some of Homara’s finest establishments. I rarely went along on such outings — pleasure-seeking, in that manner, wasn’t my release — but this time I oh-so-reluctantly agreed when Omeida pestered me to come.

Himyarite date wine was a treasure. Unlike our country, the Golden Kingdom of Himyar thrived. Merchants would travel across the freezing desert to bring their wines, spices, scrolls, and other wares to our bloodsoaked sands.

Which made me wonder why Rais Zafar was here and not there.

“Why in the thousand cold hells did you ever leave Himyar?” I asked the Rais after my fourth goblet of date wine.

“Adventure,” he replied, a raven-haired pleasure girl stroking his ear. All I saw were Ruqaya’s cold eyes when I looked at her. I’d been thinking a lot about the heads, limbs, and organs we’d found in that cave. Strange that hers was the only head they hadn’t plucked the eyes from — the fact began to gnaw at me. The fact that the worm inside Paila’s mother’s mouth had a human eye bothered me, too. But I was soon distracted from my thoughts as Zafar popped a very eye-shaped grape into his pleasure girl’s mouth. She giggled as she chewed.

“You call what we endure daily ‘adventure?’” I snickered impolitely. A rude thing for a Qa’id to do to his Rais, but I was somewhat drunk — another thing I rarely allowed myself, but did so this time to fit in and not alert any of the other Qa’ids to my hidden agenda.

“It’s a big world,” Zafar said. “And it has as much light as it does darkness. There is beauty to be found on our path, too.”

There certainly was a very specific kind of beauty in that ritual display of heads and limbs — or so the Stranger thought — but I doubted Zafar was referring to that. I was also disappointed that he wasn’t willing to tell me the truth: Why he left Himyar, why he went to Kashan, what he and my father did there — all mysteries he promised to tell me some day.

We moved from one pleasure house to another. I only sipped date wine going forward, trying not to lose my grip on my senses. After the fourth pleasure house, I pointed at the big, bright red columns outside the pyramid-shaped building at the end of the street. It was an odd structure, as if it had come from a time and place I could neither name nor describe. Foreign was a word that came to mind, though it lacked the sense of the ancient the place gave off. “Let’s try that one,” I said.

Ballad Barzan glared at me. His cheeks were redder than a monkey’s ass from the date wine he’d been downing. “You do know that’s the most expensive fucking place on this expensive fucking square?”

“It can’t be that bad. Besides, we’ve been working hard. Our purses are heavy.”

His glare turned penetrating, suspicious. “You never come to these outings.”

Last Stand Omeida put his arms around us and slurred, “Razi’s right. Let’s give it a good, strong, hearty” — he made a fist, as if he were stirring us to battle — “try.” He burped. “All these coins are weighing me down. Can’t spend ‘em in our graves.”

“Can’t fuck in there, either,” added Bald Koustas.

Most of the Qa’ids had already wet their spears a few times tonight, but it hadn’t lightened their purses much. The Shura paid us well — too well — and khazis did not live long enough to be savers.

The interior of the Temple was unlike any pleasure house I’d seen. There were altars across each of the walls, with dancing girls atop them wearing scant outfits that were certainly not Alanyan in taste or style. Savage was a word that came to mind, as if from a time before manners, sensibility, and faith had elevated us.

“Nothing like a woman to suck the bad thoughts out of your head,” Koustas said. “Unfortunately, my bad thoughts have bad thoughts of their own.”

A few of us Qa’ids sat upon stone seats facing a stone slab — far more austere seating than I’d expected, but it fit the strange tone of this place.

“And what bad thoughts are those, Qa’id?” Zafar asked.

Koustas was a big, loud, unpredictable man, and he liked that about himself. But he did have a sensitive side that came out after a few cups of date wine. “All that death in that accursed hall… Lat’s sake, never seen anything like it at all.”

Omeida nodded in agreement. “Lat save us. The night keeps getting darker. Everyday, worse than the one before.” They knew nothing about the wormrot Zafar and I had cleansed, which was for the best. The panic caused by the thought of wormrot was so often almost as ruinous as the wormrot itself.

Almost.

Barzan was oddly silent — and still staring at me. I shifted in discomfort.

The tone of this raucous outing was starting to dim. I was the only one who didn’t see all that death as something so terrible. Whoever had chopped up the one hundred pilgrims in that caravan had at least had the respect to preserve their parts with that strange, sweet resin. There was also no blood, which made the sight so clean. The more I thought about it, the more I realized there was respect, beauty, and artistry to it.

But I couldn’t share my feelings with the other Qa’ids. “So terrible,” I said. “Such a terrible, terrible tragedy.”

For whatever reason, many things tonight were reminding me of Ruqaya. How beautiful her hair was. How her skin glowed even in death. There was something about Sheikh Rofgar’s daughter’s head that entranced me, though not in the usual way a man is attracted to a woman. It was more that I thought of her the way a seeker does a saint.

“I need to piss,” Zafar said.

“Me too.” I followed him into the alley outside.

As we aimed our streams at the wall, we got to talking.

“I have to tell you something,” I said. “You’re not going to like it.” It was time to get it off my chest.

Zafar seemed unbothered, focused on ensuring his piss didn’t splash on his boots. “A lot of things I don’t like, these days.”

“I killed Sheikh Talha.”

He glared at me, as shocked as I’d ever seen him. “What? Why?”

“He was going to murder an innocent. A child. I followed the rules.”

“For Lat’s sake, he’s one of the Seven of the Shura.”

“Rest assured, Homara is better without him breathing.”

Zafar put his cock back in his undercloth. “Let me guess — you’re planning on killing someone tonight, as well. Barzan’s right. You never come to these outings.”

“Not killing. Only marking. Still have to verify.”

“And this… night maiden you told me about is feeding you these targets?”

“She’s been trustworthy. She only wants to make Homara better.”

Zafar got in my face. “I taught you those rules to keep you safe, both in this life and the next.”

“I know.”

“Killing one of the Seven of the Shura… that is too much. You could have imprisoned him. You could have struck the fear of Lat into him. What you chose to do, instead, cannot be undone.”

“So I should have spared him because he’s wealthy and powerful? Is that not hypocrisy — the worst sin of all?”

“Being careful and pragmatic is not hypocrisy.”

“I followed the rules you taught me,” I said. “Is that not enough?”

“I taught you sense, too. It ought to prevail over your lust for death.” He pointed at the green ring on his finger, which was only worn by the Rais of the Order of the Green Field. “Next time, if your target is someone loftier than a tax collector, you get my permission first.”

“Of course.” Had the night maiden given me time, I probably would have. “Rais, they won’t know it was me. They won’t ever find his corpse.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about. The Shura has been balanced, till now. Sheikh Talha’s death changes things politically. In a bad way.”

I rarely worried about the complicated politics of the Shura, though I understood that Zafar didn’t have that luxury. Green Field was contracted by the Shura, after all.

I blew out a sigh. “I didn’t realize things were so fragile. I’m sorry if I made things more difficult for you.”

“Sorry? You’re sorry? Did you spill your milk, again? You disappoint me, Razi. You confused your own desires with what is good and right. Tell me, what is our prayer before we take a life?”

“In the name of Lat and for the good of her servants.”

“For the good of her servants. You may have saved a life or several, but how many have you doomed?”

“I thought⁠—”

Zafar put his finger to his lips to silence me. “Enough about it. There will come a time when you’ll only have your heart to guide you. And trust me, it’ll come a lot sooner than you think. Are you ready for that?”

My Rais was wise and had my best interest at heart. I was blessed to have him as a guide. All I could do was pray that I’d not burdened him too much.

Back inside, I downed a couple thimblefuls of qahwa, which helped stir life into my veins. Other Qa’ids were going in and out of the back rooms, two or three strawberry-cheeked pleasure girls tugging along at their sides, all who reminded me in big ways and small of Ruqaya and her gleaming head.

I glanced around the room and took notice of a pleasure girl who looked nothing like Ruqaya and nothing like any of the other pleasure girls here. Her sleek red hair reached below her breasts and glinted in the candlelight like fresh embers. Her eyes were two shined-up emeralds and her brows curved like shamshirs. Her skin was naturally sand-colored — there were no tans to be had, with the sun obscured even during its brightest hours.

She caught me staring and approached, the silver bangles around her ankles and wrists jingling sweetly. The red ruby necklace she wore rested in her cleavage, drawing the eye where it already wanted to look. Her perfume drifted ahead of her, smelling of roses.

She said nothing and reached out. I didn’t take her hand — not yet.

“Go on.” Zafar leaned forward, his dark eyes like iron. “I’ll even pay.” It seemed he didn’t realize she was the one I intended to mark. Or perhaps he did know and wanted to help me. He pointed two fingers at my forehead. “A woman will do you some good. Clear your fucking head, Razi. That’s an order from your Rais.” He pointed those two fingers down at the green ring on his finger.

“As my Rais commands,” I said while staring at the ring.

Zafar whispered in the girl's ear and gave her a few coins. I took her hand; it was soft and covered with red henna that reminded me of the bloodrunes written neatly upon the hands, legs, heads, and torsos from the cavern. Bloodwriting was a true and feared form of sorcery. What had been the purpose of that blood ritual? Who was that idol it was all directed toward? And why the fuck did that worm have an eye? My mind would not stop chewing on these questions.

But these were not thoughts I ought to be pondering while a pleasure girl was dragging me toward a back room. Just the opposite. I ought to be imagining how rosy her cheeks could get or how hard her nipples were, but I wasn’t here for that kind of pleasure.

We stepped into the room and she closed the door. Candles throbbed softly in the corner niches. A spicy aroma wafted from the incense burner — likely an aphrodisiac. The floor bed featured crimson pillows and sheets patterned with roses.

“You know he paid for three hours, right?” Her voice was as sweet as honeyed date wine and her accent appropriately foreign. Three hours was a long time. What had Zafar intended by that?

“I doubt I’ll take that long,” I said with a chuckle.

The pleasure girl smiled — I couldn’t tell if she was truly taken by my charms or merely well-trained, which I suppose meant she was well-trained. Her smile lingered on, like the warmth of a cave fire during the desert snows.

“He said you had something on your mind? Something distracting you?”

“Yes, well, that’s what you’re here for. To make me forget my troubles.”

“I’ll certainly try.”

“So… what’s your name?”

“I’m called Laleh.”

She fit the description the night maiden had given me of Soraya, the woman who killed a baby every new moon, so why was her name Laleh?

It took me longer than a second to realize she’d given me her pleasure house name and not her real one.

I chuckled. “Of course. Laleh. Every pleasure house has a Laleh.”

She twirled a strand of her auburn hair as her lips curled to the right. “It’s obviously not my real name.”

“I don’t expect you to tell me your real name, Laleh.”

“It doesn’t really matter, does it? You’re not going to remember it, drunk as you are.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“It’s Soraya.”

I chuckled so hard, it came out as a snort. “Sorry. It’s just that it’s such a common name, too.”

“To be true, it’s not my real name, either. But it’s more real than Laleh.”

That was a strange thing to say. A name was yours or it wasn’t, there were no steps in between.

“You haven’t yet told me your name.” She raised her eyebrows in expectation.

“I’m called Razi.”

“Sounds like a little brother’s name.”

“I have no siblings.” That I knew of.

“Still, it sounds like something a mother would name her fourth or even fifth child.”

Zafar once told me that Razi meant happy in my father’s native tongue, which was only spoken in a faraway province of Kashan. Better than being named angry or sad.

“Where are you from, Razi?”

“You wouldn’t know of it.” Though I didn’t remember much about the place, Zanjhobar had been erased from the map by the hordes of Seluq’s son, Israfil. Or the Lightning Death as we now called him.

Soraya gave me a good squint. “You’re from Kashan, aren’t you?”

“What makes you say that?” I took pride in the fact that I blended in here in Alanya. Whether in Qandbajar, Dorud, or Homara, no one ought to see me as a foreigner.

A serving girl entered the room and set down a flagon of date wine and two goblets onto our floor table, which we were currently sitting around. “Compliments of your Rais.”

Zafar really wanted me to feel satisfied — but wine and women could never feed the Stranger. Soraya poured for the both of us. I picked up my goblet and enjoyed the wafting scent of honey and boiled dates.

“You just have this look…” Soraya said, continuing our conversation. “Or maybe it’s the flavor of the melancholy you carry.”

“Melancholy? Is there a particular Kashanese melancholy?” I sipped. The date wine went down smooth. “Besides, I’m as happy-go-lucky a swordsman as you’ll find.”

“Which is precisely what I mean. You mask that melancholy well. Too well.”

I took another big sip. My tongue was now used to the honey’s tang, so it went down a bit sour. “So where are you from, then?”

“Care to guess?”

“Not much of a guess. Red hair like yours only points one way. You’re Karmazi.”

Karmazi people — with their red mountain hair, sand-colored skin, and gem-like eyes — stood out in Alanya.

“That’s where Soraya is from, yes.” She smiled, though it masked something deeper.

I put the goblet down, suddenly eager to tease out whatever she was hiding. “You said your name wasn’t actually Soraya.”

“I did say that.”

“Then… by deduction… you’re not from Karmaz.”

“It depends on what you mean by Karmaz.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “You’ve lost me. Karmaz is a place. You’re either from that place, or you’re not.”

“Karmaz is the name of a place, yes. But names change.”

“I’ve never known it as anything different.”

She looked away. An uncomfortable silence lingered for a moment. “Do you want to move to the bed, now?”

There were many ways of marking a person, and that was certainly one of them. Given that she was a pleasure girl, it was appropriate — a perfect way to leave a mark.

“I suppose we should.”

“Well, you know the law.” Soraya put her right hand on her heart. “In the name of Lat and with her woken saints as witness, do you agree to temporarily marry me for the next three hours?”

I put my hand on my heart. It wasn’t just the law — plenty of jurists sanctioned temporary marriage, which made it lawful and wholesome in the sight of Lat. “In the name of Lat and with her woken saints watching, I agree.”

Most men in Green Field had been temporarily married hundreds of times, but this was only my third wedding.

Soraya disrobed. Her breasts were small yet shapely, and her waist subtly curved. Though her ribs showed, she had just enough flesh covering them to not remind me of a skeleton. She was a sight worth taking in — a fresh hot cup of qahwa in a hailstorm — but even she couldn’t rival the ritualistic beauty of those neatly severed body parts presented to the idol on the altar.

She came close and let her lips linger near mine, her breath like honey and mint. I kissed her as she used her hand to get me stiff. The taste of her lips reminded me of blood. Her body was cold, like a fresh corpse.

She broke from our kissing and looked away. “Seems like you’ve had a lot to drink.”

My mistake for drinking more date wine than usual.

“It’s fine.” She ran the back of her hand against my chest hairs. “How about I tell you a story, to ease you into the mood?”

In the few times I’d gone hunting for this sort of pleasure, I’d never had a girl tell me a story. A massage or a dance, sure. “You’re full of surprises.”

“Is that a ‘yes?’”

“Depends. What kind of story?”

“The kind that might get your blood rushing. Yours is frozen in your veins.”

“Hmm.” I rubbed my arms. “We’ve got plenty of time, so why not?”

Soraya pulled down the sheets, sat on the bed, and patted the area in front of her. “Come sit here, first.”

I plopped down, cross legged, so that our knees were touching. Now we resembled a seeker and his saint.

She took both my hands. “Before I begin, I want to ask you a question.”

“Go ahead.”

“Do you believe stories can make something real?”

I thought about it for a moment, then said, “No. If that were true, this world would be far more mad than it already is. Words are words. Nothing more. Unless…”

She squeezed my hands. “Unless?”

“Unless they are prayers. Prayers can make something real. But stories are not prayers.”

She smiled tepidly. “You’re a man grounded in both thought and manner. I like that about you.”

“There’s a lot I like about you, too. Let’s see if you’re as good a storyteller as you are a conversationalist.”

“Conversationalist? Is that a jape? I’m about as good at conversation as a tree is at walking.”

The image of a walking tree made me laugh. “Not so. I’ve enjoyed talking to you. I mean, it is all we’ve done so far.”

“For some reason, you make me want to talk.” She was blushing. So well trained. “They usually tease me for being too quiet.”

“Is that why you offered to tell me a story?”

She nodded. “It’s a story I like a lot. I’ve always wanted to tell someone. So I want to tell you because I feel… maybe someone like you, someone so far from home, might understand.”

Was I a fool to think this was a genuine exchange of feelings between two people? Pleasure girls are good actors. They want repeat customers. An emotional bond is remembered more than a physical one, and Soraya was using the generous hours Zafar had provided to make a deeper impression on me.

But I was acting, too, so it was ingenuine on both our parts.

“Close your eyes,” Soraya said. “Try to imagine it in your mind.”

“I’d rather look at your beautiful face.”

Her bashful laugh sounded like a string of pearls. “Ah, a charmer.”

“I really mean it. Your eyes are lovely.” None of the eyes I’d popped back into those heads had featured her emerald eye color. “I hope you don’t find it awkward, but I’d like to look at them as you tell your story.”

Only an expert could make herself blush on command the way she did. “This is your time, Razi. You can do whatever you want.”

“You’re very kind.”

“Ready?”

I nodded.

The Tale of the Priestess and the Labyrinth

There was a time, long before our own, when ignorance reigned. Saint Chisti had not yet come to spread the true faith of Lat, and so each tribe of man bowed before the sultans of the jinn, who took advantage of their burning desire for a god to believe in. Those who could see beyond the veil would fashion idols in the forms of these jinn sultans, and they would place them in their temples, where tribes of men would come to worship on Prayerday. Lesser jinn would hear these prayers, and they would take the prayers to their sultans.

In the glorious city of Param, all six jinn sultans were worshipped. Each had a temple upon a hill, and each temple was tended to by a high priestess. Much was expected of these priestesses. Not only did they give of their minds and souls, but of their bodies, too. They would permit lesser jinn to possess them, and these jinn would copulate with men. Whenever a child would be born from these holy acts, he or she would be gifted — or rather offered — to the jinn sultan of the temple.

Our story begins at the Temple of Loqis, where its high priestess had just given birth. She could not remember the act of nine moons earlier, since she’d been possessed by a jinn from the Jann tribe during it.

Holding the baby for the first time, she could not help but cry. He had been a part of her for so many moons, during which he had made her life miserable, and now he was finally in her arms. Though she revered the jinn sultana Loqis, who ruled over the Jann tribe, divine reverence was drowned out by a more earthly love: that of a mother for her child. She especially loved the sound of his laughter — hearing it took the weight off her shoulders and filled her with hope — and so she could not bear to part from him.

Unfortunately for her, Loqis was neither generous nor forgiving. The sultans of the jinn were each cruel and did not wish to help men. There was no mercy in their hearts, if they even had hearts. You see, men and jinn do not share a common origin. Born from different furnaces in the heavens, they came to inherit the same land only by accident. The jinn remember these truths, even if man forgot.

Loqis demanded the high priestess, whose name was Inanna, forfeit the child. But no matter how many nasnas and other lesser jinn she sent to remind Inanna of her duty, the high priestess refused to part with her son. And so the cruel sultana of the Jann tribe decided she needed to appeal to the woman herself.

It began as a thin line of mist, rising upward, as if drawn by an invisible hand. And then it turned into a column, as pale as death, before transforming into the jinn sultana herself.

Loqis took the place of her stone idol and towered over Inanna. Feathered wings, vast and iridescent, unfurled from her back, casting an unnatural shadow that seemed to writhe with a life of its own. Her hooked beak dripped with ichor. Eyes, too many and too large, blinked out of order, gazing into Inanna's soul. From her feathered body sprouted writhing tentacles tipped with sharp talons that glinted in the flickering torchlight.

Loqis’ voice, a dark whisper that echoed through the temple walls, pronounced Inanna's fate: "For your defiance, you shall be bound to this temple, a prisoner of your own disobedience. Should you ever attempt to leave, your skin will burn and char. The world outside these walls shall be forever beyond your reach.”

As terrifying as this punishment was, an even worse one would follow. The jinn sultana seized Inanna’s child, leaving her trapped and alone.

Despair sank its claws into the high priestess’ heart. Her child, her precious boy, was gone, spirited away by the god she once adored, and she was left trapped, a bird with clipped wings. The temple, once her sanctuary, now felt like a suffocating tomb.

Yet, a flicker of defiance remained. Though she mourned her loss for many moons, Inanna would not surrender to despair. If the world outside was forbidden, then she would delve into the world below. Beneath the temple lay a labyrinth of chambers and hidden passages, a relic of long forgotten eras. Driven by a desperate hope, Inanna ventured into the depths, her footsteps echoing in the black silence.

The labyrinth featured many twists and turns and even more dead ends. Each day, she would explore, always careful to retrace her steps back to where she’d begun. And each night, she would take a lump of clay and chisel the route she’d taken, so that she would remember it.

Months passed. Now she had an elaborate map of the labyrinths below the temple, but it seemed to lead nowhere. Every path she’d treaded was a dead end. There was no meaning to it at all.

But there were still paths yet to take, so Inanna did not give up. Years went by. Her map of the labyrinth was so large, she now painted it upon the wall of her room. Each path snaked and curled, and yet led nowhere. All together, the paths seemed to make out a circle. But the most interesting place to her — the center of the circle — had no path leading toward it.

Often, the other acolytes of Loqis would mock her. Though Inanna was still the high priestess, she was no longer loved or honored due to the disobedience she had shown to the jinn sultana.

“Why do you waste your time in that darkness?” the other priestesses would say to her. “You should be praying for forgiveness instead of walking in circles.”

“You deserved your punishment,” they would say. “A yet worse one may befall you soon should you keep rounding about that abominable maze.”

But Inanna believed, as strongly as she’d ever believed in anything, that there had to be a path, among all the false ones, that was true, and that this path would lead her to the circle’s center where something was waiting for her — as if it had been calling her name this whole time. And because of this belief, she did not give up. Though trapped within the temple by Loqis’ curse and lonely because she’d been deprived of her only child, Inanna stubbornly continued exploring the labyrinth, even though it seemed naught would come of it.

And then, one day, she found it; out of the hundreds of paths, there was one that did not seem to end. She packed some bread and water, then ventured down that path, determined not to return until she’d found whatever she was looking for.

She slept in the labyrinth, for the first time, and resumed her journey the next day. And the next, and the next. Her bread was now nothing but crumbs, her waterskin only had a few drops left, and her lantern only the barest oil, but she pressed on, determined to either find whatever she was searching for or die trying.

With her throat aching of thirst and her belly of hunger, Inanna stumbled through pathways that now seemed a cruel jape, like the kind that had taken her baby from her. Perhaps the jinn had forged this cavern to turn men mad.

And then the worst thing possible happened: Her lantern extinguished. She had run out of oil, and now there was no light to guide her. Inanna fell to the floor in tears, too bitter to even pray, crying out with all the rage she’d carried since the day she’d been cursed and separated from the true light of her life.

All hope was lost, and she would surely die in this darkness.

And then she heard it: a child’s laugh. So innocent and whimsical — it took the weight off her shoulders and filled her with hope. She recognized it immediately; no doubt, it was her son's beautiful laugh. Though she had no light with which to see, Inanna hurried onward, following the laughter, hopeful that, somehow, her son was calling to her. Guiding her through this abominable maze.

She arrived at a hollowed out chamber lit by spectral, green runes. In the center of it was a strange door. Through the threshold of the door, Inanna beheld the outside world. There was a cloudy night sky and dead trees and a slow running river. A bitter breeze blew through the door and onto her skin, giving her goosebumps.

Inanna mustered up every shred of courage and faced the door. Though the sun outside was covered in haze, she could feel its heat on her skin. And yet, a part of her was gripped by fear. How could there be a door to the outside in the middle of the room? Where would it lead? Would her skin burn because of Loqis’ curse?

With hunger and thirst and determination — and yes, even hope — she decided there was only one thing to do: step through. She took a deep breath and put one foot in front of the other until she was standing outside.

She turned around to see that the door had vanished behind her. Wherever she was now, she was stuck. And it was not a place she recognized — not the purple and black foliage of the trees, nor the harsh racket of the birds, nor even the ashen color of the sky. The frigid breeze carried the stench of rot, and it stung her eyes.

Despite this, Inanna jumped with joy. Her skin was not burning, which meant Loqis did not have power in this place. She was free of the curse — for now.

She walked through fields of dead grass and parched scrub. And then she came upon a city. Though not as beautiful as Param, it seemed to unroll across the landscape like a magnificent, black carpet.

In that place, they worshiped a strange god whose name she’d never heard before, but Inanna was in need of a new god, anyway. All the names were strange and even the language, too, but Inanna was determined to find her way.

“Well?” Soraya was waiting with her arms crossed beneath her small breasts. “Did you enjoy my story?”

I hadn’t actually realized it was over. I straightened my back and nodded. “I like Inanna. She has spirit. But I really want to know what happens next. Was she happy in that new place?”

“I haven’t gotten that far.”

“Oh? How do you even remember all of it?”

“I write it down.”

“You know how to write?”

“I can read and write, yes.”

That made my jaw drop. I’d never met a pleasure girl who could read and write, although it's not like I’d met many or asked each if they were lettered. Even the other Qa’ids couldn’t read and write. I was the only one, aside from Ballad Barzan and Zafar, of course, but that was because he had taught me.

“Forgive me for asking this,” I said. “If you know your letters, why are you working in a pleasure house?”

“Because I choose to.” She ran a smooth hand across my hair. “So… how are you feeling, now?”

“Less drunk.”

“How much less drunk?” She glanced at my lower half.

I looked down to see the good news. I could finally mark whom I hoped to kill, should the night maiden’s claims prove true. “Sufficiently less drunk, I’d say.”

Soraya smiled. She pushed me down and climbed on top.

At some point, I’d fallen asleep and exceeded my three hours with Soraya. And yet, she hadn’t woken me, which must’ve meant Zafar had given a few more coins to the establishment so I could stay all night.

But it was a sleep that would be broken by something far worse than Soraya’s tender touch. I awoke, at a deeply dark hour, to the groaning of a war horn.

It was an endless series of deep, panicked bellows. Soraya sat up at the same time I did, her red hair faintly glinting in the smothered half-moon’s light coming through the window.

We exchanged worried glances as we listened to the blaring horn, which sounded like a terrified animal.

“I have to go.” I stood and began putting my clothes on, concerned about being late. No way I could tolerate disappointing Zafar any more than I already had.

“What could that horn be for?” she asked.

“Nothing good. Don’t go out in the streets. Whatever you do, stay inside.”

Soraya nodded. She pulled the blanket to her shoulders and shivered. It was a chilly desert night, and the embers in the fire had gone cold.

“Come see me again,” she said. “I really did enjoy your company.”

I thought about tossing her a few more dinars, as a courtesy, but it almost seemed wrong — too transactional for what we’d shared. I did it anyway, since it was the polite thing. Soraya let the coins fall onto the sheets, her face awash with far more concern for me than for the gold.

“Please take care of yourself, Razi.”

Khazis like me did not live long, which was why we didn’t save our gold. We spent it on precious memories, and this was a good one, even if I was hoping to kill her soon.

“Thank you for your time,” I said. “It was lovely to meet you.”

I left the pleasure house and hurried through the streets toward the Green Field barracks. Zafar was already there and armored, though most of the Qa’ids were missing. I armored up and grabbed my sword — said a quick prayer and took a breath — and then assembled with the others to face whatever nightmare had panicked the sentries at the dismal hours before dawn.
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“Anyone know what the fuck is going on?” Oddface Orban was putting on his vambraces when he found the rest of our lance.

“It must be the idol’s curse,” muttered Sal, composite bow shaking in his twig arms. “It’s followed us back.”

“Shut it about curses,” I said with a glower. “Our prayers to Lat will defend us from what can’t be seen. It’s no jinn spooking the sentries on our walls. It’s men.” I glanced around. “Where’s Alinder?”

“Drank himself into a stupor and fainted on some big-breasted wench.” Orban let out a dry chuckle. Judging from the laughter among my lance, it was entertaining to everyone but me.

I gave the eighteen men who’d shown up a serious glare. “I don’t care if he fainted into his mother’s fucking grave. Wake him up, dress him in armor, and drag him here.” I was not going to disappoint Zafar by showing up without my full lance.

The laughing stopped. Orban straightened his back, said, “Yes, Qa’id,” and hurried to do as I’d bid.

A long, panicked blare sounded. I hated the sound of that infernal horn. It sent ants crawling through my veins, but I couldn’t let my lance see my nerves and so steeled myself.

This night was made all the darker by the sudden fog, which settled heavy across the streets of Homara. It was as if distant things did not exist. Those standing at the fog’s threshold were ghosts. The spires of the Bargah piercing the folds seemed like ethereal things from another world.

Other Qa’ids were standing around the wide thoroughfare waiting for their lances to assemble. Rais Zafar sat high upon his black horse, whom he’d named Smoke, his green ring glinting in the smothered light. In a few minutes, we’d have to march to the walls with the men we’d hastily assembled after the horns started to wail.

Ballad Barzan, sober and energized, left his lance and came over to me. His eyes were slanted in suspicion.

“So, how was she?” he asked.

“What?”

“That ripe pomegranate you plucked from the Temple. Worth what you paid?”

To hear him refer to Soraya like that upset me. I’d marked her and she was mine — to kill, of course. If Barzan got attached to her, it would complicate things.

“Not worth it,” I lied. “Cold in bed. Boring.”

“I don’t mind that.”

“You won’t like her,” I insisted in the harshest voice I could muster toward a man of the same rank. “You understand me, Qa’id?”

Barzan gave me a good glare as his lips curled into a smile. “You temporarily marry them, Razi, you don’t permanently marry them. And you should learn to share. Spread the joy. There’s so little of it to go around. It’s selfish to keep a good experience all to yourself.”

“Green Field!” shouted Zafar, saving me from an irritable conversation. He trotted through our assembly. “Word is that it’s mounted riders. How many, we don’t know. Whose riders, we don’t know. The fog is thick. The scouts sent by the Bargah lie dead outside the walls, arrows in their heads or hearts.”

Another horn blast pierced the sky. That prompted Zafar to trot toward the far end of the thoroughfare that led to Saint Jamshed’s Gate. “We’ve waited long enough. Mount up and let’s go!”

I ran into Orban and Alinder at the stables. The latter looked as if he’d spewed his insides out, his bushy brows covered in sweat despite the chill. He’d saved himself from losing his day’s pay — but only just. Next time he was late, I resolved not to be so forgiving.

We formed up and rode toward the gate in a steady procession, each Qa’id leading their lances behind our Rais, who was at the head. Zafar always led from the front, no matter the danger — another reason why we respected and loved him, why only he could wear the green ring. I was the third Qa’id in the procession, behind Ballad Barzan and Last Stand Omeida. We three were Zafar’s chief lieutenants, and so we were expected to be as brave as him. To follow him into the fire — if needed.

The gatekeepers pulled the vast, wooden doors of Saint Jamshed’s Gate open, and we trotted into what looked like an endless fog. Every third man held a torch high above his head; the fog seemed to smother their light.

Green Field only numbered two hundred and was divided into ten lances. Six of the lances were each assigned to a specific role: two composed of mounted archers, two for mounted skirmishers, and two for heavily armored cavalry that could also dismount and act as infantry, if needed. Three lances — mine, Barzan’s, and Omeida's — were special units composed of the best fighters in the order. And then there was Zafar’s own lance, composed of the best of the best — men who walked with death and lived to tell the tale.

And so we took to our formation: the elite lances in the center, with heavy cavalry in front of the right and left wings, mounted archers behind them, and our light cavalry units at the far back, waiting in reserve.

“Onward!” shouted Zafar as we continued to pierce the fog, venturing into what seemed an endless, nondescript, fog-choked sandscape.

We trotted over the bodies of the Bargah’s scouts. Arrows had pierced their helms and chainmail, which meant they were iron-tipped. Bandits did not have so much iron that they could afford to tip their arrows with it. No, this was the act of someone with more resources and ambition, and we were about to get a peek at them.

The vast host ahead were specters in the fog, arrayed across the dunes at every angle. If they’d murdered the scouts, then they might try to murder us, so I grasped my shield tightly, waiting for the first sign of an arrow rain, which would be the sound of the sky itself being pierced.

But no such thing came. It would be folly for them, in any case. The two light cavalry units we’d held in reserve were slowly riding around the hills to the east of Homara, ready to hit the enemy host from behind should they attack us.

I trotted forward to Zafar’s side, along with Omeida, Barzan, and a few fighters from Zafar’s own lance, including the ever formidable Red Turban Rouf. Everyone seemed to be bottling their fears. Everyone but our Rais, who was as fearless as ever.

“Khagan Helmas, looks like,” Zafar said in a low voice.

“He commands a thousand men,” Omeida replied in his wavy western accent. “Five times our number. We’ve no chance of prevailing.”

“He won’t attack us,” I said.

“How do you figure?” Omeida asked.

“Because he has far more to lose than we do. True, he’d win, but we’d take a good number of his men down with us into the grave. Once Khagan Nasrid finds out his rival is short a few hundred men, he’ll pounce.”

Zafar nodded. “Razi is right. Helmas would be a fool to risk open battle. We only lose if we cower.”

“Then why arrow the skulls of the city’s scouts?” asked Barzan on his skinny brown horse, small enough to be mistaken for a donkey. “Lest you all forget — when a man wants blood, even sense can’t stop him.” Barzan always thought he knew more than anyone. Always thought his knowledge and insight outstripped ours.

“Khagan Temur Helmas Dorudi did not become a contender for Padishah by giving in to his base instincts,” I said. “He’s after something serious tonight, but it’s not the blood of Green Field.”

A single outrider trotted through the folds of fog toward us. He wore a spiked helmet and thorough lamellar, and his mare was just as armored. Upon the flagpole he held high was the Simurgh of Seluq, the Eight-Pointed Star of Lat, and the Throne Above the World — the three symbols of the true ruler.

He pulled his reins, turned about, and gestured for us to follow with a big swing of his arm. Omeida and Barzan stayed behind to command the order while Zafar, the men of his lance, and I followed the outrider into the fog.

The spectral silhouettes of riders high upon the dunes flickered faintly as we trotted on in the chill haze. There was no hum of conversation, and even the horses refused to nicker. An army brings chanting men, hard drums, and high horns, not this black silence. It was more disturbing than any battle sound.

And then we heard a child laugh. It reminded me of Inanna lost in the maze, hearing her son’s sweet chuckle.

We came to a campfire surrounded by the whitest fog — so thick, you could draw upon it. A long-bearded man was sitting at the fire with his children. A young girl, no older than five, smiled and laughed as she sighted us. She said words to the man in a language from the Deep Waste which I did not understand — too throaty and clicky, unlike the melodious tongues native to Alanya and Kashan.

The outrider who’d led us here turned to face us. “Blessed are you to be in the presence of the Shadow of God, the Glorious Star, Khagan of Khagans, the One Who Sits Upon the Saddle of the World, Sword and Shield of the Faith, His Glory Padishah Temur Helmas Dorudi.”

The long-bearded man let out a jovial hah. “Every time a new king’s fat ass lands in the saddle, he adds one more title to it, making it too heavy for any horse to carry. Too heavy for any man, too.” He gestured for us to come closer. “I hunted a few desert deer on the way over. Come, we have a great deal of meat to share.”

This was a good sign if there ever was one. A man inviting us to sup with him and his children meant he would not do us harm. But then why did I have such a wrenching sense of dread in my chest?

Our Rais dismounted and commanded only me to follow him, leaving his lance behind.

“Your men, too,” Helmas said. “They must be hungry, and we have plenty.”

Zafar glanced back at the twenty men on horseback. It was as if we were standing on an island, a flickering fire at the center, surrounded by a wall of fog.

“Do you think I fear them?” Helmas chuckled. “If I feared them, I wouldn’t have brought my children.”

He pulled a little brown-haired boy into his arms and rested him on his lap. The boy giggled as his father tickled him.

“This one will make a great prince.” Temur Helmas played with the locks of the small yellow-haired girl at his side. “And she will become a scholar.”

Another girl with black hair was climbing onto his back. He helped her perch upon his shoulders. “This one is a queen, no doubt. She will rule a vast kingdom in my name.”

Zafar and I sat in the sand around the fire, careful to keep a respectful distance from Helmas and his children.

“You have beautiful children, khagan,” Zafar said.

“Padishah,” Helmas corrected. “Out of all those heavy titles, no doubt it is the heaviest. But it’s also the only one that matters. My grandfather, Seluq the Dawn, was born in an ice-carved hovel at the edge of the Deep Waste. He dwelt in the shadows of abominations born from the God Sea itself. A dream of crows devouring the sun changed it all. Now I have had a dream, as well. A dream where I see all these children,” he kissed the head of the boy in his lap, “sitting upon thrones, high above the world. From the ruins of Kashan to the wastelands of Crucis — these children will inherit the empire I forge.”

“Padishah,” Zafar said, making Helmas smile in what appeared to be a good-natured way.

“That’s better.”

“Why have you come to the walls of Homara, today?”

“Can the Padishah not come to his own city, whenever he wishes?”

“Of course he may, but the Padishah need not bring a host one thousand strong. He need not slay the city’s scouts.”

“The Padishah decides life or death. Is that not so?”

“Lat decides life or death.” Zafar gave Helmas a steel glare. Our Rais was a man of faith. It was what kept him brave, even when facing someone with vastly more power.

“And I, as the Padishah, am the Vice-Regent of Lat. I command men to live and die, all in her name.”

Helmas was a powerful man, for true, but he could call himself Padishah all he wanted and it would not make it so. There were a thousand grandsons and great-grandsons of Seluq warring for that title, and he was just one among them — and middling, at best. There were sons of Israfil, Seluq’s eldest, who commanded entire tumens, whereas Helmas had only one-tenth of a tumen to his name.

But as far as Homara was concerned, Helmas was one of the two men that might as well be the Padishah — Khagan Nasrid being the other. We could not disrespect him. Could not remind him of his middle tier in the Seluqal order. All we could do was endure him.

“Meat?” Helmas grabbed a shank of venison. He stood and approached me, not Zafar.

It had been a long while since I’d eaten meat that wasn’t camel or horse; saliva thickened on my gums. Helmas handed me the shank. I pulled a juicy portion off the bone, then handed the rest to my Rais.

I stuffed it in my mouth, oil dripping down my fingers. The gamey flavor drenched my tongue, and I savored it.

“Some kumis to balance the flavor?” Helmas handed me a waterskin. I appreciated kumis, though not as much as the khagans and their riders did. They drank it every chance they got — before battles, after battles, even during battles. And they liked the milk bitter and creamy. I preferred to wash down a battle with date wine.

I took a chug from his waterskin, out of respect, then handed it to Zafar. He did the same. Now Helmas couldn’t harm us. There was nothing more sacred to a Latian than guest right — even during a war that had lasted for seventy years.

But not all men were true Latians. Not all men cared about honor. I suspected I would soon come to know the kind of man Helmas was.

“To be plain, Padishah Helmas,” Zafar cleared his throat, “the Shura of Homara is worried. They fear they have offended you in some way, and that your action tonight is a response to that.”

Helmas nodded, his thorny brown beard glinting in the campfire’s light. “And what offense do they think they’ve caused me?”

So many leading questions. I worried for my Rais. I worried that Helmas was too clever. Yes, Zafar was brave, faithful, and strong, but cleverness was secondary to him. He was a scimitar raised high, not a dagger concealed beneath your cloak.

“They suspect that you may believe they have underpaid you,” Zafar said. “But they also think that their payments are fair.”

“And who decides whether a payment is fair?” Helmas crossed his long, muscled legs. They looked as if they’d been hardened by saddle riding. “The ruler or the ruled?”

“Whether this or that is fair, only Lat knows. Our duty, as faithful believers, is to come to an agreement where all parties feel they have been fairly treated.”

“Oh I agree.” His daughter was trying to climb his back again. Helmas gently lifted her off. It seemed his focus was now on the subject at hand. “You see, I feel I have not been treated well. Homara is simply not paying a fair amount of its bounty to me, the rightful Padishah. I have sent many warnings — more than you likely know.”

I exchanged a brief, worried glance with Zafar. Was Helmas sneakily referring to the pilgrimage caravan that had been cut to pieces, their body parts placed before that strange, headless idol? Was that one of his warnings?

We were not ready to accuse him of that crime. Even to insinuate it would be a grave offense, as butchering people for an idol was far below the decency of a Latian. But if Helmas was trying to allude to it — to make us fear him — then perhaps we needed to take that with all the seriousness it deserved.

“We’ve shared a lovely meal.” Khagan Helmas spread his hands, as if embracing us. “We’ve had a riveting conversation about faith and the rights of the ruler and the ruled. I think now we get to business. We can make things right, between me and my city, but this is what I want, and you will give it to me tonight.” Helmas raised a single finger. “You have two hundred men in your order. I counted them all — the fog may be thick, but I have eyes that pierce even the thickest of veils. So in exchange for not killing every single one of you for the insolence you showed me when you rode out arrayed in battle gear, in your adorable little formation, I demand two hundred slaves from among the good people of Homara.”

“Padishah,” Zafar said. “We never meant to⁠—”

“I’m still speaking. Half of the slaves must be men capable of hard work, and the other half women of breeding age. No elderly or children — they won’t survive what we need them for. Oh, and you have until dawn to bring them to me.”

I admit, I was stunned. The way Helmas had flipped the conversation, as if he’d flipped over a table, was intense. But Zafar… he took it without a flicker of shock or fear. He did not look away from the khagan who’d just threatened to kill the two hundred men who were each like sons to him. No, he stared at the space right between Helmas’ eyes and did not blink.

“I will not enslave believing men and women,” our Rais said. “If you were a true Padishah, you would know that such an evil act is despised by Lat.”

“I didn’t say they had to be believers. You have Ethosians in your walls, do you not?”

“They are living under our protection.”

“But not my protection, Rais Zafar. So if you don’t do as I ask, then I’m going to ride into the city and take not two hundred slaves, but two thousand. What sounds better to you? Can you do basic arithmetic?” He chuckled with disdain. “It’s not really your choice, is it? No, you’re just the dogs they send to chase off the wolves. Take my demand to the Bargah, and make sure the Shura hears it. They will make the decision, not you.”

Helmas was right. It wasn’t our choice at all. The Seven of the Shura — minus Sheikh Talha — would have to meet and vote on the matter. Only they could decide whether to give in to the khagan’s demand, or resist.

Zafar continued to protest with all the respect he could coat his words in. Meanwhile, I glanced at the fog, which reminded me of a curtain. A shadow stood behind it in the shape of a woman. She was absolutely still, like a statue.

Every hair on my arm stood. My heart quaked. My eyes bulged forward so far, I feared they’d fall out of their sockets. I hugged myself to ease my trembles and recited prayers in my mind.

Blue curtain.

I closed my eyes as the image of the woman standing behind the curtain blazed through me, carrying with it so many poisonous fears.

Someone put a hand on my shoulder, startling me. When I opened my eyes, I beheld Khagan Helmas smiling in front of my face.

“You’ve gone cold, brother,” he said. “They say waking dreams are a sign of a dying heart. Take some oil from the mastic tree, pour a few drops in mare’s milk and mix with honey. See how that does for you.”

Zafar was already standing and ready to return. I thanked Khagan Helmas for his hospitality and joined my Rais.

We took Helmas’ demand to the Bargah and waited outside its polished sandstone walls as the Shura deliberated. Dawn was soon to come, and we’d made certain to emphasize the deadline.

The Shura did not take long to give their answer. The hulking iron gate of the Bargah groaned open, and the sheikhs and sheikhas stepped out onto the thoroughfare, their respective household guards at their sides.

The Shura members were each dressed in their night robes. The sight of so much glinting silk at this dreary hour strained my eyes. The sharp stench of their perfume on the breeze itched my nose.

Sheikh Sudis descended the steps in his hard leather socks and came to where Zafar, Omeida, Barzan, and I waited. A few of the other esteemed members followed behind him.

“The Shura has voted,” Sudis said in a soft voice. With his straight back and pallid skin, he resembled a sword long frozen in the ice. “We will meet Khagan Helmas’ demands.”

Well, what else could they do? They could not act as if Helmas was bluffing — too many cities had been left a ruin for refusing a khagan’s demands.

“This is folly!” Sheikh Rofgar shouted from atop the stairs while leaning on his staff. His orange beard had the look of a fierce flame, and his forehead was red in anger. “The day I bow to the man who murdered my daughter is the day I renounce my faith and honor. It will not be this day.” He glared at the other Shura members. “You all chose this, not me. Lat and her saints as my witness, I denounce this decision in the strongest terms!”

A thin sheikha in a leaf-patterned robe, who had only one ear and a glimmering golden earring hanging from it, walked up to Rofgar. “What is the alternative, pray tell? Would you rather we give two thousand souls to that thug instead of two hundred?”

Rofgar stomped, though his sandal did not make much sound on the stone. “I would rather we fight. I’ll pick up a bloody sword myself. I’ll cut the man in half from neck to knee.”

Sudis turned toward the irate sheikh. “You’re lost in grief. Let me remind you that it is our duty to ensure the city endures, no matter what.” The man was cold in tone. “There are times when sacrifices must be made. This is one.” He turned back to us. “You are to begin collecting the tribute immediately. In choosing the men and women to give to Helmas, you are to prioritize Ethosians, Path of the Children, and foreigners.” He glanced at the sky. The milk of dawn would soon seep into the dark, hazy canvas. “Go now. And be quick about it.”

But Rofgar was not done pleading at his loudest. “Close the gates. Let Helmas see that his threats mean nothing. Let him throw himself against our wall and meet our iron and arrows!”

“Go home.” Sudis walked up the stairs and stood face-to-face with Rofgar. “You know as well as I do that we’ve no food to withstand a siege. How many thousands would you starve to serve your bluster?” He put his hand on Rofgar’s shoulder. “The lesser evil is that act which does the lesser harm. We all must bear losses, but so long as Homara endures, it will be worth it.” His reasoning sounded much like Sheikh Talha’s. Perhaps they’d been allies.

Rofgar slapped Sudis’ hand away. “Lat forbid this!” He stormed down the steps and across the thoroughfare, cursing all the while.

This would be no easy job, but we were paid to do what the Shura bid. We were merely the hand that wiped the ass, as Ballad Barzan liked to say.

Zafar tasked each of his ten lances, including his own, with bringing back ten men and ten women from among the Ethosians, heretics, and foreigners of Homara.

“Is this not hypocrisy?” I asked my Rais. “If we are to choose men and women to sacrifice, then it should be done by drawing lots. It should not only be the poor and powerless who suffer.”

I feared committing the worst sin in the service of our survival. And I feared the Day of Reckoning, like any good Latian.

“It is hypocrisy,” Zafar agreed. “But we must still do it.”

“No,” I protested. “Let us choose at random.”

“And what if — at random — one of the Shura is chosen? Or any rich man? Have we the time to cut through their household guards? Scale their high walls? They each have too much protection. To meet Helmas’ demand, on time, we can only capture the poor and powerless.”

“But—”

“There is no time even for this discussion. You know I’m right, Razi.”

As much as I hated to admit it, he was indeed right. Sometimes the straight path is a maze. This was one of those times.

I led one of the lances that raided the Ethosian Quarter. Of course, they tried to run and scatter into the fog, but with the threat of our steel, it did not take long to corner ten men and ten women, bind their hands, and chain them together.

They cried and pleaded and prayed. No one wanted to be enslaved, and I understood — even sympathized — with their pain. I wished we didn’t have to commit an act of hypocrisy, but what other way was there to save Homara from Khagan Temur Helmas?

If we fought back and lost, he’d do far worse. The people we were enslaving would end up enslaved or dead, anyway, on top of tens of thousands more. The Shura had chosen the action that was the least evil, even if it was a terrible one.

It was no easy thing, dragging so many crying and cursing men and women across the city toward the gate. But we made do, however we had to. The haze above was getting milkier by the second, and once the full brightness of dawn came, the khagan would expect his tribute.

Two hundred men and women were now gathered and chained; we brought them outside the city gate onto the scrub in ordered rows. Helmas was there, high on his pale mare, and so were several members of the Shura, Rofgar and Sudis included.

I was surprised the other members had allowed Rofgar to attend, considering his attitude toward Helmas — a man they desperately did not want to offend. But Sheikh Rofgar was the most well-respected among the Shura. It had taken all the other powerful sheikhs, united, to overcome his influence and proceed down this course of acquiescence rather than confrontation.

I tried not to look at all the shackled folk who would soon be given as slaves. But I was forced to suffer their cries.

“We are free men!”

“I am a believer in Lat. You cannot do this!”

“I can pay for my own ransom! Let me go, please!”

“I have gold, too!”

“Archangel save us!”

“Saint Chisti hear us!”

“Children curse you all!”

“Free means free!”

So many chants atop a choir of crying. The desperation stank in the air. Whenever someone attempted to run or crawl away — despite being chained — we would be forced to beat them back in line. Helmas would soon do a count, though Zafar and Sudis had already counted and were certain we had exactly one hundred men and one hundred women — all of working or breeding age, at least from the look of them. Helmas could not fault us, and the Shura must’ve hoped he would see their obedience as a sign of good faith.

Just in case, I decided to do one more count. Khagans were known to be exacting, and any lack would be seen as an insult.

Helmas enjoyed a trot across the first row, taking his time to inspect the slaves, while I walked across the back row. It was at that moment when I caught sight of a woman with long red hair at the far end of the row. My heart tumbled into a vat of boiling oil when I realized who she was.

“Soraya,” I whispered to myself. A few hours ago, she was rosy and smiling; now she looked so frail and frigid in her irons.

Suddenly, thoughts of what Helmas was going to do to these people crashed through my mind. The men would be forced to work until their feet were so blistered, they could no longer stand. The women would be raped until they were each with child, Soraya included. At some point, the trial would be too much to bear, and they would die.

Mine, the Stranger said.

No, I countered. Her life and death are for Lat to decide.

I marked her. She’s mine!

I’d not only marked her, I still needed to verify her sins. And then I could kill her. But if Helmas took her away, none of that could happen. He did not have the right to decide her life and death.

Only I do. The Stranger had loved her. He’d fantasized about what her blood smelled like. Her life belonged to him. Mine. Mine. Mine.

Soraya was the last person standing in the last row, which meant there was still time before Helmas got to her.

“Lat will not forgive you!” It was Rofgar’s thundering voice. The sheikh stood in the way of Helmas’ deathly pale horse. Zafar was there, too, trying to pull the sheikh out of the way.

Helmas laughed and took a chug from the same kumis-filled waterskin he’d handed me a few hours ago. “Whores, heathens, heretics, and Himyarites. That’s whom the good people of Homara chose to send ahead as tribute. They sacrificed others in place of themselves.” He was looking right at Rofgar. “What does that say about the character of Homara’s people, I wonder?”

“You bring out the worst in us,” the sheikh retorted. “Because you are the worst. Is it Ahriyya you worship instead of Lat, now? Was it his whispers which inspired you to MURDER my daughter and all the other pilgrims?”

“Murder your daughter? Pilgrims?” Helmas snickered and shook his head. “What in Lat’s name are you ranting about, you old fool?”

“Do you deny that you attacked our pilgrimage caravan? Do you deny that you cut our sons, daughters, brothers, sisters to pieces?”

“When I kill, be sure that I do it proudly. I would never harm pilgrims.”

“Liar!”

“Mad old man.” Helmas tugged his reins, causing his horse to rear up and release a shrill neigh. “Now get out of the way, or I’ll run you down — and I’ll do it proudly.”

Zafar got behind Rofgar and grappled him. The old sheikh writhed against our Rais, but the stronger one prevailed. Zafar dragged Rofgar out of the way as the sheikh uttered every curse conceivable.

Meanwhile, with the cover of the commotion and fog, I moved across the back row toward Soraya. She, too, was focused on Rofgar and Helmas’ tussle. I sneakily unshackled her, covered her mouth with my hand, and dragged her into the depths of the fog toward one of the traders’ shacks nearby, just outside the city wall. Thanks to the drama between Helmas and Rofgar, no one noticed.

Once inside the shack, I released my hold on her. “Don’t make a sound,” I whispered.

She was trembling. Those beautiful green irises of hers grew big with fear. Her ember locks were frayed and her clothes torn, as if she’d been in a struggle.

“Razi? Is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me again. Are you all right?”

She rubbed the imprints of the shackles on her wrists. Whoever had bound her had done it too tightly. “I’ll be fine… but the other girls…”

“Forget about them. Forget about anyone but yourself. You hear me?”

“I… I…”

“This is not the time for compassion. Khagan Helmas intends something vile and wicked. I cannot save them all, but I… well, I saved you.” I couldn’t tell her why I’d saved her.

“T-Thank you.”

“Soraya, you’re going to walk out of here, cling to the wall, and enter the city through the gate. You will hurry home and chain your door. Open it for no one until Helmas is gone and Homara is once again at peace. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

I liked looking into her green eyes. I liked that I’d saved her. I liked that I would be the one to kill her, once I’d verified the night maiden’s story.

“I am in your debt,” Soraya said as I turned toward the door. “I owe you everything I have.”

I put my hand on the door’s handle and paused for a moment. I took a deep breath, suddenly worried about the consequences of my decision. I’d acted not like the cool, clear-eyed Sheikh Sudis but instead like Sheikh Rofgar, whose passions were driving him. And now we were one slave short.

I returned to the fog-choked world outside the shack and rejoined my lance.

“Finish count, Qa’id?” Alinder asked, his eyes pink and bleary.

I nodded. “Everything’s in order.”

“Nothing to worry about.” Orban perched his spear on his shoulders and used it to stretch. “Counted ‘em myself.”

“Camel shit. You not count that high.” Alinder snorted.

“Can too.”

“Oh yeah?” He opened his nostrils wide. “Count nose hairs, right now.”

“Enough bickering.” I gave my lance a steel glare.

Helmas took his time completing the count as dawn spread a sickly ashen color across the choked sky. When he was done, he trotted toward the sheikhs and sheikhas of the Shura, who were waiting in the scrub, and judging from their bent postures, quite tired. His expression was iron-steady, with the hint of a grin. If I were guessing, he enjoyed prolonging this affair to the irritation of everyone he believed beneath him.

“You all worked so hard to please your Padishah.” He rested his arms on his mare’s head and leaned forward. “But unfortunately, you were not diligent in your striving.”

“We gave you what you asked for,” Sheikh Sudis said.

“Not quite.” Helmas wagged his finger. “I counted. And you’re one slave short.”

“Impossible. I counted myself⁠—”

“You dare question your Padishah’s judgment?”

Sudis looked like he was about to say something, but he held back.

“You play us for fools.” Rofgar stepped forward and faced the rest of the Shura, his back to Helmas. “I told you this was folly. I told you the cur couldn’t be trusted.”

With coldly concerned eyes, Sudis hand-signaled to Zafar. Zafar pulled Rofgar’s arm roughly, bringing the orange-bearded sheikh back into the line of Shura members facing Helmas.

“I am a fair man,” Helmas said. “And you are one slave short. Count them if you must.”

Sudis did a count. He returned with sweat on his forehead. “Apologies, Your Glory. We will immediately compensate for the missing slave by replacing her with ten.”

Helmas shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s not quite that simple. You see, the Padishah’s word is his honor. Is the law. I commanded you to bring me two hundred slaves by dawn, and it is now dawn.”

“I beg of you, Your Glory,” Sudis pleaded. “It was a simple mistake, made by minds addled by sleeplessness⁠—”

Helmas held out a gloved hand. “Mistake or not, consequences must be meted out. Only then will you learn to be more careful when fulfilling your Padishah’s demands.”

Rofgar once again turned to address the Shura. “He is no Padishah. Those who recognize him as such have not a shred of honor. He is not even of Seluq’s seed. His mother was a known whore in the city of Dorud — Khagan Israfil slept with her but once. When her belly swelled, she deluded him into believing this beast sitting upon the horse behind me was a true child of his. The other Seluqals — Khagan Nasrid included — have said as much.”

“Be silent!” Sudis shouted at his fellow sheikh, losing his usual composure.

And for good reason. To question Helmas’ birth like that… even I was worried for Old Rofgar. He was behaving like he had nothing to lose. Perhaps since the death of his beloved daughter Ruqaya, he didn’t. I could not say because I did not know the man.

“I will not be silent,” Rofgar said. “This whoreson—” Zafar clamped his mouth and pulled him down to the ground, all after an approving nod from Sudis.

“Razi, some help,” Zafar called.

“Of course.” I hurried to help my Rais control the irate old sheikh while also keeping a wary eye on Helmas.

Judging by the khagan’s reddened cheeks and bitter smile, Rofgar’s latest insult had stung. “I was going to be merciful, but now my mercy has dried. You’ll compensate for that missing slave with a life.”

“I beg of you, my Padishah,” said Sudis. “Sheikh Rofgar is not in his right mind. He is impaired by grief after losing his beloved firstborn daughter.”

“My father had seventy-seven children. Do you think he cried and tore his clothes when one died? No, he’d go and squirt life into a dozen more wombs.” Helmas grabbed a composite bow from his saddle. “Just more brothers and sisters I’ll have to kill to end this maddening war. But not before I kill one of you.”

“Khagan Helmas.” Sudis dropped to his knees. “Lat’s mercy!”

“Padishah, not khagan.” Helmas nocked his bow with a metal-tipped arrow. He squinted, aimed right at Rofgar’s chest, and loosed.

I saw it happen: Just as the arrow was inching toward the heart of Sheikh Rofgar, it suddenly swerved in a way that defied all sense and reason. There is only one word that can explain it: sorcery.

The sound of the arrow piercing metal and flesh was a shock to every heart, for Rofgar was not wearing any metal.

Zafar clutched at the arrow in his now bloodied gorget. Blood spewed out of his mouth as I ran toward him, faster than I’d ever moved my legs. But even before I could get to my Rais, he fell forward onto his knees and collapsed on his back, so much thick red sputtering from his wound.

Rofgar, too, was covered in Zafar’s blood. What had Helmas intended by this sorcery? Was it meant to strike fear into the hearts of the Seven of the Shura?

I settled my Rais on my lap and pressed against the arrow in his neck. I thought about pulling it out, but that would only worsen the blood loss.

“Get a healer!” I shouted. But no one moved. They all stared, horror and sadness on their tired faces, as Zafar choked on his own blood.

My Rais clutched my forearm. His grip was so weak. He looked into my eyes; his hard iron irises could hold up the world.

“Lat help us,” I said. “You cannot die, Rais. What will we do if you die?”

“Razi… don’t follow… his…” With the last ember of his strength, Zafar pulled off his green ring and put it in my palm. His eyes enlarged and his shaking ceased.

I knew then that the man I loved as a father was dead.
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I felt it. I’d never felt anything like it before. Not when Sarwan son of Silver, who’d been like a brother to me, was axed in the head. Not when Javad of Kuz, my sparring partner for years, was smothered in sticky fire. Not when I was forced to flee from Qashkar and leave behind everyone I’d known.

Sure, those were bad times, and they’d hurt. They even ached for days, weeks, moons after. Sadness, you might call it. Some gave it other names. Separation. Depression. Grief. Sorrow. Pain. But this time, there was more to it than those words can encompass; there was heat. A burning, like my chest was a cauldron set to boil.

Sleep gave me no rest. The wind would wail through the night and I would rage in my heart. I’d dream of cutting out Helmas’ liver and feeding it to his children. I’d dream of even worse cruelties, but they would be a bitter salve.

I wasn’t the only one suffering. After Khagan Helmas departed, the city became hysterical, and this hysteria turned toward everyone’s greatest fear: plagues. So often, the fear of them was its own kind of plague. There was the blood plague, which left men with bloody tulips growing out of their skins and eyes. There was wormrot. There was rotbone, which to this day no one understands — it is a disease of the skin that seems to strike overnight, leaving one covered in foul-smelling boils from toe to eye. The sufferer becomes possessed by the thought that they’d lived this life before and sometimes even goes mad from it.

Though the strangest of all is perhaps the dim shape. A man with two children might begin to think that he in fact has three, except that he has forgotten the third. Somehow, this forgotten child had been blotted from the Book of Fates, and their presence could no longer be felt… except faintly.

One of our own had been stricken by the dim shape. He came to me with tears that he’d hidden from the others. Tears that he would only bring to Zafar when the Rais still breathed.

“My son,” Last Stand Omeida said. “He’s out there, somewhere far, to the east.”

“You don’t have a son,” I told him.

“In my dreams, I can see his face. I hear him sing. He misses me, too.”

“You don’t have a son.”

“His name… it rhymes with bell. He used to love humming in the morning, so his mother called him morning bell.”

“You don’t have a son. You had two daughters. They both died in childbirth. And the second time, your wife died too. After that, you forsook everything and joined our order. At Mount Alif, you were the last man standing in the garrison. You held the fort just long enough for the rest of us to march up the mountain and win the battle. That’s why they call you Last Stand. But you don’t have a son, Qa’id.”

Omeida sighed, his bottom lip shaking. I wasn’t good at this: compassion. I could pretend if I wanted to, sure, but I was in no mood for pretending. Without Zafar, we all needed to step forward, Omeida included. I couldn’t have him succumb to the dim shape, the worst of all the plagues.

That is, unless you don’t consider the khagans and their endless, all-consuming battle for the Saddle of the World, for the Seat of the Padishah, to be a plague. Stories came to us, carried by broken, dust-faced travelers of distant battles and massacres, the earth forced to swallow tens of thousands of arrow-covered or horse-trampled corpses. So many stories: the shrines of our saints desecrated and looted by so-called believers; the innocence of singing children snuffed out by the inhumanity of men competing to be the most brutal; sorceresses summoning black towers and tentacled abominations out of blood clouds to win battles when all seemed lost; gardens of red and purple growing over once great cities, the trees singing shrill songs and devouring men and beast alike. All so distant, yet the words of too many trembling, empty-eyed travelers brought them near.

Could Homara be saved from that? Could I ensure that our little ark perched in the vast sea of bloodsoaked sand survived the war?

I did try. Lat knows I did.

But I was no Zafar. We planted his shrine in one of the graves we’d dug the morning he died, between the Gate of Saint Mahreen and the Street of Flowers, which had no flowers, only reeds.

Before that, Omeida, Barzan, and I cleaned his body. We recited from the Recitals of Chisti. Though the date wine made it hard to remember the holy words, we slurred them as best we could. We wrapped Zafar in a green shroud, passed him between all two hundred men of Green Field, and put his body to rest.

We marked his grave with a stone, upon which we chiseled Rais of the Green.

The men sought pleasures that night. But I stayed at Zafar’s grave, even through the bitter chill, clutching a skin of date wine.

“It’s my fault.” It was dawn when I finally admitted it. “The Stranger got you killed, Rais. I suppose it’s only fitting you cursed me to take over.” I fingered the green ring on my finger. “Already, I feel its weight. Already, it’s crushing me.”

I knew he could hear me from his perch in Barzakh. I imagined what he would say:

Don’t disappoint me, Razi. Those two hundred men you now command, they’re my sons. Job by job, I built Green Field’s reputation. Don’t you dare fucking ruin it.

“I should kill her and be done with it,” I said, thinking of the woman I’d saved, all because I’d marked her. Regretting how saving her had gotten Zafar killed. “I’m sorry, Rais.”

Did you spill your milk again, Razi? Verify her sins, first. Or have I taught you nothing at all?

Omeida and Rouf found me drunk and asleep, Zafar’s gravestone as my pillow. They picked me up by the arms and dragged me back to the barracks, so I wouldn’t perish from the night’s cold.

After Helmas’ show of strength, things weren’t the same in Homara. His riders would thunder through the gates daily, and we’d see them at the bazaars, gardens, and pleasure houses of the city. Sometimes they wouldn’t pay for the goods and services they bought. Sometimes they’d answer slights with death, and we’d have to dig more graves.

No one liked it, but everyone was forced to tolerate it, at least until the Bargah found their answer to this domineering behavior. Homara was supposed to be a free city, one that did not take sides in the now seventy-year-long succession war for Seluq’s throne. It was how Homara had survived, all this time. Play one khagan against the other to ensure none could dominate the city.

“You wanted to see me, sheikh?” I was standing in Sheikh Rofgar’s wilted garden, my eyes dark with sleeplessness. His were no brighter. The orange-bearded sheikh met me standing — thanks to his wooden staff — surrounded by so many dead flowers, their wilted, black petals blowing in the breeze.

“Razi Zanjhobari,” he said.

I waited long enough for him to say more, then said, “That is my name.”

“Come, let’s talk in my office.” Rofgar led me to a room filled with all sorts of trinkets and chests and glass jars. “I understand that you now have the honor of leading Green Field, since the tragedies of a fortnight ago, when I lost my daughter and you your Rais.”

Had it really been two weeks? It felt like yesterday and a lifetime ago, both.

I realized then that tonight was the new moon, which according to the night maiden, was when Soraya would abduct and murder a newborn. It was the only night I could verify her sins, and perhaps a good night to kill her, too.

“I do have the honor of leading my order.” I stood straighter than I usually did and kept my hands behind my back.

“You're not like your former Rais, are you? No, you’re more like me.”

“I am sorry, sheikh, but I don’t take your meaning.”

“Zafar was a man of many words — many, many boastful and soaring words. He sold your order’s services to us with that silver tongue of his. How many moons has it been? Five or six, I take it. You, on the other hand…” The sheikh sighed. “You’re a man of thoughts, not words. And a man of thoughts is a troubled man. Thoughts… they come into our heads, innocent as clouds. But hidden within their folds are painful things. Memories, premonitions, and even hopes that might as well be balls of fire, come to burn us down.”

I let a silence settle between us, all the while staring into his cracked amber irises. It became uncomfortable, so I glanced at the black hairs in the glass jar behind him.

Rofgar took notice. “From Saint King Jamshed’s beard.”

I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows in surprise. “Are they really his hairs?”

“Would I keep them encased in glass if they weren’t?” He pointed to the dagger hanging on his wall. It looked like something you might find in a trash heap. “And that weapon belonged to Saint King Jafar.”

“Are you certain? It would have to be hundreds of years old.”

He pointed to several more trinkets and recited the names of the Saint Kings whom, he claimed, had owned them. There was a faded brass ring, the kind even beggars would think beneath them, and a pair of reed sandals that looked like a pain to walk in. “The Saint Kings did not surround themselves with pomp. Following the teachings of their master, Saint Chisti, is what uplifted them. They are — were the true rulers of Alanya. When they reigned, no belly went empty and the sky was so bright, women journeyed across the desert at night without fear.”

I knew that. But their golden age was long gone, crushed beneath the hooves of Seluq the Dawn and his sons and grandsons.

“I met Saint King Nasar, you know,” Rofgar said.

That was a lightning strike to my mind. I’d never imagined that anyone alive had met a Saint King. They seemed to only live upon the pages of dusty scrolls and the inscriptions calligraphed on shrine walls. But if anyone was old enough to have met them, it was Old Rofgar.

He must’ve noticed my bewilderment. “Oh, it was long after he’d abdicated in favor of the Seluqals. Most don’t know this, but he outlived Seluq the Dawn by several decades, and many even clamored for him to retake the throne after Seluq’s death, though he refused — out of piety, of course. He was on pilgrimage to Holy Zelthuriya when I saw him, kneeling before the sepulcher of Saint Chisti, his wrinkled face covered in reverence and tears. I was such a clumsy little boy — I bumped into him and stumbled. But he caught me and helped me back to my feet. It is, in fact, my earliest and most cherished memory.”

Though the story was interesting, I feared he was never going to shut up about the Saint Kings. “What do you need from me, sheikh?”

“Oh yes. That. I summoned you here because I need your help. I need you to take me west to meet with Khagan Nasrid.”

“Has the Bargah agreed to this?”

His silence and tepid stare indicated no.

I bit my lip hard to wake myself up. “Green Field works for the Shura, not for you or any particular sheikh. I can’t take you on this expedition without an order from the Bargah.”

“The Bargah is a hall of cravens.” The sheikh stepped closer. I could smell the cardamom on his breath. “We cannot capitulate to Khagan Helmas so wholly. It would endanger everything — every soul in this city, yours and mine included. We must do what we’ve always done — balance the scale. Of the khagans near to us, only Nasrid has the men and horses to counter Helmas.”

“Then appeal to the Shura and put it to vote.”

“Shura.” He let out a bitter hah. “This is no time for a council of pissants to decide our lives and deaths. This is a time for brave men to act decisively, lest cowards lead us to our doom.”

I understood what he was saying. I always found the Shura to be a queer thing. Armored sultans and khagans were the natural leaders of men, not a council of silk-wearers. And no one wanted to defy Khagan Helmas more than me. But Green Field’s contract was with the Shura, and if Zafar had taught me anything, it was that our contracts were as undefiable as the Recitals of Chisti. My Rais was watching me from Barzakh, and I was not going to disappoint him by breaking a contract.

“I am sorry, Sheikh Rofgar, but I cannot do what you bid me to. Not unless the Shura orders it.”

I turned my back to leave, but the sheikh wasn’t done speaking.

“Helmas is not to be taken lightly. He will kill us all. He will destroy this city — and worse. Even our very souls are not safe. When you stand before Lat after the Great Terror ends this world, how will you answer for your cowardice, Razi Zanjhobari? Do you have enough blood in your body to repay all those who will perish because of your inaction? Have you the will to save their souls from the darkness you are dooming them to?”

I paused for a moment, suddenly worried for the fate of my soul. I let the fear pass, reminding myself that the straight path was rarely as straight as Sheikh Rofgar was making it seem.

Night came, and it was the darkest of the month, the smothered moonlight absent. I verified that Soraya wasn’t working by asking for her at the Temple. I also learned where she lived by sneaking into the accountant’s room and sifting through his ledgers.

Then I waited outside her three-story tenement on the crowded Mouthwater Lane. I watched residents hack and spit off the higher floors too many times before Soraya stepped out of the crumbling building.

She wore a maroon cloak over her head, and her face was now without any kohl or powder. And yet, she was still radiant — dare I say, I liked her better without all the pomp and sultriness of her Temple costume. She looked like a woman you’d pass by at the bazaar and hope to see a second time, even if just to glimpse her.

I followed her through the Alleys of Regret and then the main thoroughfare, where she turned north toward the Gate of Aha, which was far from the actual wall and a remnant of when Homara was smaller, centuries ago. It was also where the city guard herded the refugees and beggars.

She clung to the outskirts, where the crowd wasn’t as thick. She stepped over bodies, some sleeping, others likely dead, given the variety of their stink.

Her head turned suddenly at the sound of a baby’s cry. It was coming from a mound of broken stone that had once been part of the old wall.

I crept from shadow to shadow, following Soraya, as the baby’s cry grew louder.

Behind the stone mound, a woman no thicker than a skeleton held the baby. It tried to suckle her breasts, but there was no milk, and so it cried with hunger.

Soraya knelt, slowly reached out, and took the baby in her arms. The mother’s eyes grew large on her gaunt face, but she did not say a word nor even extend her hand to take her child back. She was a husk in both body and spirit, more dead than alive.

Soraya gently bobbed the baby while humming a tune, but it did not stop crying. It was hungry, after all, and nothing but a mother’s milk could silence it. Still, Soraya tried.

She suddenly darted her head in my direction; I dove backward beneath a shadow. I’d admired her for too long. I hoped I hadn’t been found out.

Given that she stepped away and not toward me, it seemed I’d avoided her gaze just in time.

I followed her more carefully, clinging to shadows, my footsteps silent. She retraced much of her path, returning to the thoroughfare and then heading east toward a patch of barren wells, the water long having been devoured. The wells were not built high, and so I had to crawl to remain in cover.

But I was determined. I’d marked Soraya, and now I was seconds from verifying her sins, which meant I could kill her and gain the satisfaction the Stranger craved more than life. Nothing was going to stop me.

Soraya stopped at a well in the center. She looked down into the darkness, the baby still crying in her arms. If she was about to drop it inside, I could kill her before she did the deed. Save a life, which according to the Recitals of Chisti, was akin to saving all of mankind, a rare time when the straight path is truly straight.

But instead, she reached out and took the pail into her hand, then placed it at her feet. She knelt and put the baby inside, reciting some words as she did, as if it was all part of some ritual.

She attached the bucket to the rope, then slowly lowered the baby down the well, its cries receding into the darkness.

So that was how she liked to kill. Let it die alone, in the abyss, of hunger. Perhaps she thought it a mercy — better to die an infant than linger on, the child of a beggar.

Once Soraya had gone, I pulled the crying infant back up the well and took it into my arms. A boy, and as skeletal as his mother. He smelled like deep earth.

All I could do was journey back to that pile of broken stone and return him to her. She reacted as she had when Soraya had taken him away: with acceptance, absent joy or anguish. I did not know how long this boy would survive, but at least he wouldn’t die alone at the bottom of a well.

I’d marked, verified, saved a life, and now I could kill Soraya. Perhaps I could do it as she slept — creep into her room, put a knife to her throat, and slice. Blood spurting out of her neck and onto her smooth skin would be a sight to remember. The Stranger certainly loved the image. I hurried through the streets toward Mouthwater Lane, staying on the main thoroughfare to speed things up.

I turned the corner near Soraya’s tenement and encountered someone I desperately didn’t want to see: Ballad Barzan, his thick eyebrows high in surprise.

“Razi,” he said. “What in Lat’s name are you doing here?”

I forced myself to act innocent, which I always worried had the opposite effect. “Just taking a walk. Why? Something wrong, Barzan?”

The men of his lance were standing at the various food stalls arrayed around the area.

“It’s just… such a strange coincidence to find you here, Razi.” His eyebrows slanted in suspicion.

“I asked you if there was something wrong. And you’ll address me as Rais, Qa’id.”

“There is indeed something very wrong, Rais. Just now, we went to pick up our payment at the Bargah, as you instructed this morning. Only problem is, it wasn’t there.”

“Wasn’t there?”

“The Shura has no gold for us. And you know what that means.”

It meant the men would have to come to places like Mouthwater Lane and line up for scraps behind people covered in their own shit. They wouldn’t stand that for long. Non-payment was as desperate a crisis as any other, especially for a khazi.

“What should we do… Rais?” Barzan pressed.

I glanced at Soraya’s tenement, then let out a quiet sigh. I wasn’t going to anger Zafar by shunning my duties as Rais, all to satisfy the Stranger in me. Killing her would have to wait.

“Reassure the men that payment is coming,” I said. “I’ll go talk to the Shura.”

A few hours after dawn, I went alone to the Bargah. The iron gate squeaked open on its rusted hinge to welcome me. There were fewer people about than usual — just the guards, each looking tired and hopeless. Sand clung to the central dome, obscuring its brooding maroon sheen. Fat red flies buzzed about the flower beds.

I met Sheikh Sudis in his office, which smelled of ambergris — not the cheap kind, but not the priciest either. Someone had recently polished the iron and gold trinkets on his floor desk, and so they shimmered with a radiance that was lost to most of the city. The sheikh did not leave his silken floor pillow, even as I entered, and did not bid me to sit or enjoy any of the silver drink steaming from his polished brass pot. A fresco of the sheikh himself, standing proudly atop Homara’s tallest tower, adorned the far wall in august purple and subtler maroon hues.

“What can I do for you?” Sudis spoke so softly and evenly, I had to lean forward to hear him. He clasped his hands and looked just below my eyes.

“Apologies for the early hour.” I tried to keep Zafar’s tone. He was polite with the Shura, though not placating. “Many in my order have not eaten, not drunk their fill, for want of coin. Coin that is owed to us by you.”

“You must forgive us.” Sudis’ smile was so obviously forced. “We do intend to pay you — absolutely we do.” The sheikh hushed. “It’s Helmas and his riders. They’re bleeding us, Rais Razi.”

Rais Razi did not sound right. I was not meant to lead men. I was a follower at best and a loner at worst.

“Did Helmas demand more tribute?” I was unsure if I’d taken his meaning and so had to ask.

“Not tribute. The Shura voted to give him a gift.” From the way his shoulders tightened, he seemed affronted. “I of course voted against the measure, but I’m just one among six, with Sheikh Talha, my erstwhile ally, still missing.”

Gift or not, Zafar wouldn’t have tolerated lateness in payment, and they wouldn’t have done this if Zafar were still in charge. Did Sudis sense weakness in me? Did he think he could deceive me?

“Why would you give him a gift?” I asked.

“Why do you toss a fig at a rabid hound? To distract him.”

“Distract him from what?”

“From his own appetites, of course.”

That was barely an explanation. Was he being curt with me on purpose? Or was he testing me? Seeing what he could get away with, now that Zafar wasn’t here? All I could do was think what would Rais Zafar have done were he standing here instead of me?

“Khazis have appetites, too,” I said with Zafar’s tone. “We have to eat. We have to drink. And other things, too. So if you don’t pay us within three nights, we’re going to march through the streets and take our payment, as we see fit. And should anyone resist, we’ll defend ourselves, as is our right in the sight of Lat.” Zafar knew when to be polite, and he knew when to brandish his scimitar.

Sudis put down the bright feather pen he’d just picked up. “Oh, there’s no need for that, Rais Razi. We will pay you.”

“When?”

“By Prayerday. Assuredly.”

I was about to demand a sooner date when a young page stumbled into the room. He hastily recomposed himself and stood with his hands behind his back. “Sheikh, I come with urgency.” He wiped the sweat from his chin stubble.

The sheikh gestured for him to come closer. The page whispered something in his ear at length, then left the room.

Sheikh Sudis stood and faced me. “It seems we have prompt need of your services.”

“Services you haven’t yet paid for.”

“You’ll have the payment by tonight. But this is terribly, terribly urgent.” He pushed the door shut. “That old fool, Rofgar. He’s gone and done something.”

“Something?”

“A rider was seen leaving the western gate, a few minutes ago, carrying a message from Rofgar. We suspect it’s meant for⁠—”

“Khagan Nasrid,” I finished.

“Precisely, Rais. You must apprehend this messenger.”

“It’s a message. Why are you so afraid of it?” Zafar might not have asked that question. Those were my words. My curiosity.

“I’m not afraid of the message. I’m afraid of the message falling into the wrong hands. Khagan Helmas’ men patrol the dunes between the mountain and river. Should they apprehend the courier and find the parchment, then I think you know what will happen.”

“Helmas will punish Homara for trying to cosy up to his rival.”

Sudis nodded. “We cannot risk that. Not when Helmas is suddenly on the ascent.”

I’d heard talk of this at the bazaar. The balance of power within Alanya was changing. Skirmish by skirmish, battle by battle, Helmas was pushing up from the middle tier of khagans into the upper echelon. He was a rising tide, and the Shura feared Homara would be swept up in his wake.

Sudis opened a small box on his desk. Within were a bunch of dates, which now cost twice as much at the bazaar compared to a fortnight ago. He placed a few in my hand. “To get your blood flowing. You look stuck in all the worst ways. Ride swift, Rais Razi.”
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I assembled the lances outside the Gate of Saint Rudi, which faced the endless western scrub. The men looked as parched of enthusiasm as the landscape did of water. They wanted payment. All I could do was repeat what Sheikh Sudis had promised: that we would “be paid by tonight.”

“And if we’re not?” asked a stone-eyed man from Ballad Barzan’s lance.

“We will be,” I replied, not wanting to stoke the fire further. “I ask you all to have patience.” I didn’t sound convincing, not even to myself. But when Zafar would ask the same, we would go without food for days on end, feasting only on his promises. Promises he never broke.

Last Stand Omeida had been busy collecting information, so he spoke next. “The rider was seen wearing black, bolting out the gate on a black horse.” A black-garbed rider on a black horse was common enough. “The rider was also described as short of height and frail of build. And the horse, despite being black, is said to have a golden tail.”

We were chasing that golden tail, then.

Each lance picked a westward direction, and we thundered across the dunes on our horses, kicking up so much sand it obscured Homara behind us.

Beneath the haze-choked sky, the desert looked more sickly than golden. It grew colder the farther we got from the city, like when you walk away from a campfire. And like the darkness between campfires, there were things that lived where people didn’t. Things we feared on instinct as our chests tightened and our hearts beat ever faster.

“These wastes are not for men,” Sal said as we slowed from a gallop to a trot, our horses weary. “The jinn have eyes everywhere there is sand.”

When Zafar died, I did not take over his lance, preferring to keep my own. Though his lance had the hardier men, I was used to managing mine — even the fretful like Sal.

“Isn’t nothing to be scared of.” Oddface Orban chugged his waterskin. “Prayers keep ‘em away.”

“These aren’t no normal jinn.” Sal was making himself shudder. “Devs live here. Ahriyya’s own tribe.” He glanced to his right and left. “Think how many could be watching us. Could be a dev army flying above, and we wouldn’t even know it.”

“Lat veiled our eyes for good reason.” Orban belted out a laugh. “Better not to know!”

“He be right,” added Alinder. “Jinn smell fear. Smell like honey to them.”

Orban laughed some more. “Then my courage must smell like shit.”

Sal wasn’t buying their wisdom. He continued to dart his eyes every which way, his fears painting devs onto the desert’s empty canvas. He pointed westward. “There… that’s…” His eyes grew large like olives.

We all looked where he was pointing. A black shadow upon another black shadow… whatever it was, it stood on the horizon, faint and flickering.

It was only by squinting that I could make out more detail, including a swaying golden tail. “We approach from different directions. Whatever you must do, don’t let him escape.”

Sheikh Rofgar’s messenger had noticed us galloping out of a dune’s shadow and was now bolting westward. Good thing we were faster. I pursued him; the sand his horse kicked up got in my eyes. Orban had outpaced him and was now storming his flank.

The messenger panicked and changed direction, trying to use the dunes to outmaneuver us. But we were one step ahead. Sal came at him from the front and another rider from the flank. Soon enough, we had him cornered between us and a huge round rock that looked like it might roll away.

“You’re determined, I’ll give you that,” I said as we surrounded the messenger. I gestured to the parchment tied around his neck. “You and that message are coming back with us.”

He undid the turban wrapped around his face. Long black hair fell to his shoulders. Delicate features around such big eyes. The messenger was a young woman.

“I seen her before,” Alinder whispered in my ear. “Outside Bargah. At Old Rofgar side.”

“Why’d he send you?” I asked her.

She replied, “Would you trust something so important to someone who could be swayed by a few shiny coins?”

So Rofgar was so lacking in trustworthy retainers that he was willing to send his own daughter into danger — even after his other daughter had died a gruesome death.

I reached out for the parchment.

The woman swatted my hand away. “I’ll go back with you, but I’m keeping my father’s words with me.”

I was ordered to bring her and the message back. I suppose I didn’t care whether she held onto that piece of parchment. “What’s your name?”

“Why should I tell you?”

“Because I sewed your sister back together.”

Her eyes crossed in surprise. “What?”

“Did you like the way she looked when you buried her?”

“I-I didn’t see her. Only the shroud.”

“Then you know she wasn’t in pieces, all thanks to me. Now what is your name?”

“It’s Sahar.”

“Come on, then, Sahar.” I gestured at Sal. “This one says there’s devs watching us from above. Best we not linger.”

“There’s worse than devs.” Her tone sharpened. “Far worse. Nothing like you can imagine.”

“Oh I don’t know. I can imagine a lot. But right now, none of it matters. Getting you home is all that matters.”

She shook her head with force. “We won’t have a home for long if I don’t get this message to Khagan Nasrid. Those who cut my sister’s body to pieces in service to evil — you think they won’t do like to us?”

“What exactly are you so afraid of?”

She was silent for a moment, her breaths loud. “They’ll write with our blood. Write prayers to things no believer or heathen should ever pray to. That’s what they did with Ruqaya’s blood. How can we let them lord over our home?” She may have been young, but from the way she spoke, she’d obviously had good tutors. “Our souls will never reach Barzakh.” Her laments were now making her tremble. She gripped the parchment’s hard case to steady herself. “I have to get this message to Khagan Nasrid. I have to. Please let me go. Please. I’ll do anything.”

“Stop.” I bit my lip. “There’s nothing you can say or do. You tried, you failed, and now it’s time to go home.” Those were harsh words, but it’s better to crush hope when there is none.

Tears dried on her sand-colored cheeks. “Are you so thoughtless? Do you only do what your master commands, like a dog?”

Fighting words. I gave her a shrug and said, “As long as it is lawful in the sight of Lat, yes.”

We took her and rode back toward Homara.

At first, all was well. We made good ground, even though we were going against the wind. Sahar behaved herself, and we remained calm and assured she wouldn’t try to bolt out of our grasp.

The air lost its tepid warmth as sunset neared, gusting with disdain whilst we trotted over dunes and between jutting rocks.

Something came at us out of the sandy haze: four horsemen, approaching at speed. We clutched our swords and spears, only relaxing once we recognized them as comrades.

“Don’t go that ways, Rais,” Red Turban Rouf said.

“Is it Helmas?” I asked.

He nodded. “Outriders, looks like. Their main force is days away.” His turban dangled awkwardly, as if he’d had a rough ride. “We’ll mass up and provide a distraction. You double back and ‘round nearest the river.”

“A long route. If we go that way, we won’t be back until after nightfall.”

“The night’s a kinder foe than Helmas’ iceborn riders. They’re hungry for trouble — and loot. Saw a few Abyad tents burning."

“Did you engage them, Qa’id?”

Rouf shook his tired head. “Managed to slip by. Only just. But…”

“But?”

“The screams, we heard.”

I didn’t need to hear anymore, and words were wasted time. Helmas was dangerous, but so was the desert, especially after dusk. It was a place to get lost and never be found. A place for wicked men to bleed the innocent. A place to freeze and thaw come the morning, your heart still. We had to hurry.

“I think…” Red Turban hesitated.

“Say it,” I replied with Zafar’s steel tone.

“They’re also looking for her.” He gestured to Sahar. “My gut tells me so.”

Mine told the same.

And it made a heavy knot. Someone from Homara must’ve told Khagan Helmas what Rofgar was trying to do. And if he already knew, then perhaps he would seek retribution regardless of the result of our mission.

“Fuck,” I said.

I glanced at the tears long dried on the woman’s soft cheeks. If Helmas prevailed, she and her father would be punished in ways I did not want to ponder. I knew Rofgar was desperate, but surely his compassion toward his own daughter should’ve outweighed any thought of involving her in this.

Or maybe he’d made peace with losing his children. I wasn’t inside the man’s head so couldn’t say. All I knew was that he was determined.

“The only safe direction is west.” Sahar’s tone was suddenly hopeful, as if she thought this new information would sway me. “The only safety is beneath the banners of Khagan Nasrid.”

“What do you know of Khagan Nasrid?” I snickered and shook my head. “He’s a brute just like Helmas. A different flavor, sure. Doesn’t bother himself with sorceries, but his riders will trample someone for a stray word or even a wrongful glance. Is such a man truly your savior?”

She nodded without hesitation. “He’s a strong khagan and a better savior than you.”

“We’re not here to save anyone. We’re here to do our job, get paid, and enjoy the breaths we have left as lawfully as we can.”

“Will you tell that to Lat?” Now she sounded like her father. “You claim to follow the law, but so did plenty of tyrants.”

I wasn’t some tyrant. In fact, I was powerless against the might of the khagans — and wise enough to recognize it.

But there was no purpose in arguing. Like her father, she must’ve been filled with grief for Ruqaya’s death. These were wasted breaths when the air was so dry.

“Shut your mouth and ride,” I said.

Sahar raised her nose and looked away.

We rode back from where we came, then went toward the Wahi Canal. The air was stiflingly humid. We passed bright Abyad tents, patterned with squares within squares, and empty qahwa pots heated only by sand. We crossed dead fires and goats grazing without shepherds.

“Where is everyone?” I said.

“Gone for a forage,” Alinder replied.

“The devs got ‘em,” countered Sal. “They followed the flute into Labyrinthos itself.” He was referencing an old story of a dev who tricked children with the sound of a beautiful flute, drawing them into a labyrinth of caves said to be the gateway to hell — from which they would never return.

“I don’t hear no flute.” Oddface Orban laughed. “Sal, you shit yourself yet?”

Beneath his laughter, Sahar prayed, her hands high and open. “O Lat, I seek refuge in you from the whispers of Ahriyya… lead not our souls astray…”

Meanwhile, I listened. To the breeze hitting the sand. To the nickering of our horses. And to something distant… a howl… carried on the wind, as if a warning to keep away.

I put my hand up to silence everyone. “Hear that?”

Suddenly, it was gone. Even the breeze had stilled. There was an all-encompassing silence, the kind you only hear in the desert when the world’s gone cold.

“Is it the dev’s flute?” Oddface Orban broke out into laughter, again.

I gave him an angry glare. He coughed and silenced himself.

“I heard something, too,” said Sal. “It sounded like… a faraway scream.”

Though we couldn’t see the sun behind the ever-present haze, its light was drifting lower and reddening by the minute. Just the thought of having to take care of twenty men and one woman, in the middle of nowhere during the doomed night, made my heart beat fast. If we didn’t hurry, we wouldn’t make it to Homara before darkness beset us.

I was about to gallop onward when that howl sounded again.

“There’s something ahead…” Sahar said. “We should turn around.”

“I heard too.” Alinder clutched his dagger. “That what death sound like from far.”

We all knew what death sounded like from every distance. Something bad was happening on the route we were meant to take. And considering Helmas’ riders were patrolling the other route, and we couldn’t cross the river, I was suddenly unsure of what to do. The lives of twenty men and one young woman depended on me choosing right.

“We have to make it to Homara before the night prayer.” I was stuck on that hope. “We stay together in a tight formation. Whatever is making those screams, we will simply ride by it.”

No one had anything else to say, so it seemed like the right course. They all accepted my orders as if I were Zafar himself. Though I often did my best to speak with his ironclad tone, I couldn’t imagine him being as uncertain as I felt in that moment.

I took the lead with riders to my left and right and Sahar in the middle of our twenty. We passed by more deserted Abyad tents as the light dwindled.

And then we saw it.

In a clearing, surrounded by several dozen tents, sat rows of severed limbs and heads, all neatly cut, all facing a metal idol that stood upon a mound of sand. It was reminiscent of the first time we’d come upon such a scene. That beautiful, haunting, horrid ritual from the cave.

The Stranger stirred at the sight of clean-cut limbs.

But something was different. This time, not just the eyes, but the mouths and ears had been cut from the heads and piled onto plates at the base of the idol. The idol was larger than the first one we’d discovered, but it was the same otherwise: a headless creature holding its own head.

“Don’t look,” I said to Sahar.

She was trying not to, her eyes closing only to open again. A part of her must’ve been curious, while another must’ve been afraid.

“This is what they did to Ruqaya.” Her voice was all trembles. “They cut her to pieces, just like this. By Lat — why?”

It didn’t smell like death. There was no blood, and the body parts had been covered in a faintly sweet resin, like before.

“Rais!” It was Orban, who was watching our flank.

I turned to see him pointing at a dune that overlooked the area. Someone was standing there. A woman, judging by the curves beneath her all-black garb.

At that exact moment, I felt it again: an ancient fear. It flared through my muscles, threatening to loosen and devour my senses. All I could do was hope the lightning raging through my veins would balance it. So far, the lightning was winning: A present fear was overcoming an old one, but only just.

I gave the woman in the distance a good squint. A thick, blue curtain covered her head.

Blue curtain.

Several in my lance nocked arrows and awaited my orders. The woman raised a finger; it glinted with blood. We all watched as she drew a bloodrune onto the air itself. The rune glowed. It was vaguely the shape of a spiral, with lines that resembled eyes surrounding it.

“Witch,” someone behind me uttered.

“Kill her.” If only I’d said those words a few seconds earlier, before she’d drawn the bloodrune. But I knew that it wouldn’t have mattered. I knew, in some deep part of me, that this woman couldn’t be killed. Not by any normal means.

Arrows zipped through the air, ignited without spark or fuel, and burned to cinders inches before reaching her body.

She walked down the dune toward the other side, disappearing from view. The bloodrune she’d written on the air grew fainter, until it vanished. And then the earth rumbled.

“Fuck be happening?” Alinder said.

Sahar broke out into prayer, her palms open and trembling. Sal was shaking even harder than her, feet digging into his stirrups.

“What do we do, Rais?” Orban was staring at me along with the rest of the lance.

By vacillating, I feared I was going to get men killed. Even a second is too long when the difference between life and death is so thin.

It was the case, that day, as one of the most terrifying things conceivable became real.

The idol was glowing, not with light, but rather with red shadows and malevolence.

The limbs and heads and eyes and ears and mouths — hundreds of clean, sweet-smelling parts — all flew toward the idol. I watched this happen without blinking, without looking away, without a single thought in my head. All the body parts and organs melded together with the idol at the center, and the shape it took was that of a wheel.

The rings of this wheel were formed from arms and legs, connected by flesh. The eyes that were once in piles on those plates were now embedded in the flesh and watching us — hundreds of them — alive. The ears, too, were each listening. But worst of all were the mouths: so many moving lips and tongues, each singing their screams.

No one waited for me to say a word. The men of my lance scrambled in every direction — anywhere was better than here, in front of something that no one could even name. Not in our most terrifying stories of jinn and devs and demons had even the maddest of men ever described a creature made from human limbs and eyes and mouths. The idol remained afloat at the center of the creature, which now featured concentric rings formed from limbs. There was no beauty in it, even for the Stranger. Whatever sorcery had birthed this must’ve been the most cursed to ever exist.

It took me several long seconds to regain my sense of self. And then another few seconds to notice that Sahar was on the ground, having been knocked off her panicked horse. The poor woman was frozen with fright, her eyes bulging, blood all over her face as she stared at the creature.

Its limb rings were spinning. Its eyes were blinking. Its mouths were singing. And then it moved. It vanished and reappeared right in front of Sal, who was galloping away at speed. The youngest man in my lance could not swerve in time. He entered its orbit screaming, and limb by limb, Sal came undone. Sahar and I watched in silent horror as his limbs separated from his torso, as his eyes, ears, and mouth flew out from his face and became a part of the creature, which now looked ever-so-slightly larger.

Finally, lightning filled my veins and overcame the terror freezing me in place. I compelled my horse in the opposite direction, reaching down and grabbing Sahar as I passed her. My frightened horse bolted, almost knocking her back off; it took all my strength to hold her in place and steady the ride at the same time. All I could do was pray — pray that the limb wheel wouldn’t come for us. That something would distract it so we could escape.

And then it appeared in front of me. I was too slow to halt my horse. Too slow to even think to do so. Instead, we rode right through the wheel, somehow missing its concentric rings of limbs and eyes and ears and mouths.

Before I could blink, it was gone. It reappeared upon a dune, which Orban had just managed to scale atop his horse. The man who seemed to make a joke of all fears screamed as an unseen force pulled his limbs off his body and added them to the flesh wheel. He continued to scream even as his mouth was pulled off by this same force, as if his soul continued to feel pain even after death.

Alinder was next. He was so far away, he must’ve hoped he’d managed to escape. But the wheel disappeared and reappeared right above him. His horse bolted as his limbs ripped right off his body and floated up to join the spinning flesh, followed by his eyes and ears and mouth.

“Get us out of here!” Sahar screamed in my ear and pointed west.

That woke me up. I spurred our horse in that very direction, tugging the reins as tightly as I could to force it to gallop, though it had been frozen with fear, like me, mere seconds ago.

I’d watched Sal, Orban, and Alinder perish. I’d watched them suffer fates that were worse than death, their bodies and maybe even souls having joined a wheel of rotating limbs. But what about the rest of my lance?

They looked up to me. They relied on me to feed them and keep them alive.

I could do nothing but save myself as their screams pierced my ears.
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Sahar and I galloped west, hoping to find the safety of Khagan Nasrid’s camp. We feared the empty sand, the canvas upon which the night paints its terrors.

“My nose,” she cried at my back. “Oh Lat. It hurts.”

She’d fallen on her face when her terrified horse had reared up and tossed her off. From the looks of it, she’d broken something. She’d also left a whole lot of blood and snot on the back of my gorget.

“Shouldn’t we be at Nasrid’s camp by now?” she asked between pained sobs.

“The Abyads say that in the desert, time slows and distances lengthen.”

“That doesn’t make sense, even though it’s true.”

“Like so many things.”

As darkness spread like a suffocating blanket over us, it was not Nasrid’s camp we found, but the corpses of his men.

The killing field was vast. We could not see the flies in the darkness but felt them flitter across our skins as we trotted through what had obviously been a bloody battle. The once-proud banners of Khagan Nasrid, which featured his name in thick black letters beneath the Throne Above the World, were broken across the boulders of the scrub or nestled in the hands of dead boys wearing parched lamellar.

“Did Helmas…” Sahar hadn’t stopped trembling. Not for hours. It was better to tremble than not, especially in this cold. Fear keeps you warm.

“Maybe not Helmas.” I pointed to the strange, antlered helmet of the bearded warrior who’d been impaled on a spear. I did not recognize the haircut, beard style, nor bone armor of the pallid man. “Someone else.”

“W-Who?”

“We’re about to find out.” I had not the energy, nor did our struggling horse, to outrun the riders coming at us from the west. I let my shoulders fall, dropped my weapons, and tried to look resigned. It didn’t take much effort.

A part of me expected to die and was fine with it. Another part feared a painful end or an even more painful, prolonged imprisonment — for both myself and Rofgar’s daughter. Instead, we got something unexpected: hospitality.

The riders escorted us to a grand yurt decorated with red and gold stars — typical Alanyan colors. Sitting upon the dais at the center was a man with a flowing golden beard peppered with flaky skin, as if our climate did not suit him. His painted helmet featured cone-shaped horns that did not belong to any animal of these sands.

He stared down at me in expectation, so I mustered some words.

“Where is Khagan Nasrid?”

The golden-bearded man rolled a skull across the floor. “There’s your Nasrid.” His Paramic was stretched and thin.

I stared at the charred skull and wondered if they’d burned him alive or dead.

“That marker… what is it?” I pointed at the sigil tattooed upon the golden-bearded man’s forehead: a diamond with a chalice inside of it.

“You wouldn’t know it.” He smiled. The few teeth he had were so black that they glinted like obsidian in the firelight. “You look frightened, friend. Saw something on the way here, did you?”

“I have no name for it.”

“Abomination. Summoned from forbidden cores within the Blood Star.”

Sahar stepped forward, scroll shaking in her trembling hand. The golden-bearded man on the dais took it before I could. He crudely pulled off the seal and unrolled it. “Squiggly lines,” he said with a laugh. “Never learned how to read them.” He handed it to a retainer, who was dark-haired, olive-eyed, and far more serious.

The retainer translated the message into a language too throaty for my liking.

“Ho-ma-ra,” the golden-bearded man said. “A city of wealth, hear I. There is life there, like in the days of old, before the sky turned to ash.”

“Please come,” Sahar said. “Come save us from Khagan Helmas.”

I wanted to clamp my hands around her foolish mouth. For all we knew, this golden-bearded khagan could be a far blacker soul than Helmas. He hadn’t treated Nasrid’s men well, that much was obvious. Better the dev we knew well than the dev we knew nothing about.

“She speaks out of turn,” I said.

Golden-beard ignored me and glanced around the room, at the people standing near the warmth of the fire burners. “We have been invited,” he said with a wild grin.

“Not you,” I said. “That invitation was meant for Khagan Nasrid.” I put my foot on his skull. “Whom you slew.”

Golden-beard shrugged. “Tell me, are you one of the Seven of the Shura of Ho-ma-ra?”

“No. But I work for them. If you’ll be merciful, you’ll let us go back home.”

“Not in the dark. We have fire, we have yurts, we even have mead and meat. Rest first, then be off in the morning.”

That was not something I could decline, no matter the intention or circumstance. We had a far higher chance of surviving the night with their help than without.

I nodded. “I neglected to ask your name and origin.”

“I neglected to introduce myself. I am called Korec. And I come from the Red.”

At first, the name of that area did not ring familiar. Then I recalled a page from a book, one I couldn’t remember ever reading. The Red was a frozen land, way up north, filled with deserts of ice. What was an army from so far away doing here?

“Lat’s blessing that we meet tonight, Khagan Korec,” I said with my hand on my heart.

“I am no khagan. I am in no competition with men.”

“Then why did you slay Khagan Nasrid?”

“He attacked us. We were just passing through.”

“To where?”

“We’ll decide that come the morning.”

I glanced around the room to give him and his men closer study. They weren’t all men, firstly — I noticed several women, most tall. I had never seen warriors clad so strangely; their armor was not of leather or iron, but of bone lashed together with sinew and rawhide. Korec himself wore a breastplate fashioned from the ribcage of what to my mind was a great sea creature, the curved bones fitting over his chest like a second skeleton. Long, pale shin-guards gleamed below his fur-lined tunic, and on his shoulders rested carved scapulae, smoothed.

He and others had fastened the skulls of horned animals — must’ve been some northern beasts — into crude helmets; their hollowed sockets seemed to stare through me. It was an unfamiliar kind of reverence for dead things.

“Find a yurt for our guests,” Korec said to his olive-eyed retainer. “And make sure they are fed and watered.”

Though I mistrusted these foreigners, I was grateful for the shelter.

“Your name?” I asked the retainer.

“Zamnar,” he said. An Abyad name and accent, but he dressed as bizarrely as the others.

As he led us back outside, toward the yurt where we’d be eating and sleeping, I asked, “Strange to find an Abyad among such an odd flock. Why are you with them?”

“To stay alive. The shade of their tree seems most blessed. I’m far from the only one seeking shelter beneath it.”

Light blazed in the distance, bringing heat with it. A giant fire lit up the scrub, flickering blue and black.

“That’s one way to stay warm,” I said.

Bone-covered men and women were dragging corpses across the sand and throwing them into the fire. As it ate the dead, it grew. The smoke smelled of ash and regret.

“Why burn the dead?” I asked.

“It’s the custom where they come from.” Zamnar stroked his oiled beard. “And a good source of bones, which they’ll need come the next battle.”

Sahar asked, “You mean they’ll wear the bones of their slain enemies as armor?”

“Not just enemies. Comrades, too,” Zamnar replied. “It is a queer custom.”

She scratched her cheek. “Do they not believe in the afterlife?”

“They do… but not like you or me.”

To a Latian, wearing the bones of the dead seemed an abominable practice. They ought to be planted in the ground. But to the Stranger, ever fascinated with death, it sounded sweetly poetic. I always longed for ways to better remember those I’d killed — to suck the marrow out of the bone, so to speak — so that the pleasure lasted longer than mere moments. I’d settled for the simple act of replaying the memories, often thinking about my kills as I tried to fall asleep — a way to calm the Stranger’s hunger.

But wearing those I’d killed… if I wasn’t a Latian man trying to walk the straight path, if I were instead some savage in the wilderness, it was certainly something I would’ve considered doing.

Morning didn’t come as fast as I’d hoped. I woke up at some dismal, dark hour, my heart beating too loud for comfort. Sahar’s sleeping spot near my feet was empty. She was not in the yurt.

I grabbed my sword and headed outside. The girl was sitting at a dying fire and staring up at the thick, gray sky.

“Dreams are better than whatever’s up there.” I let out a yawn.

She wouldn’t stop looking up, even though there was nothing to see. Just an endless, gray blanket meant to strangle us of hope. The encompassing fire of earlier had gone cold, leaving only more haze to smother the sky.

“I’ve been here before,” she said without looking at me.

“Oh. This exact place?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know? The desert’s all the same to me.”

“Because I saw the stars here, once.”

The Recitals of Chisti oft spoke about the stars. We Latians believe stars are furnaces from another plane that pierce through the sky’s canvas. Seers once divined our fates by them, and sailors even used them to navigate the seas. Sometimes they came in patterns and other times all alone. But most important of all, stars are what birthed mankind and all that exists. I’d never seen a star before, nor had anyone I’d ever known.

“You were born in darkness, as I was.” I crushed a clump of sand with my bare foot. “You couldn’t have seen them.”

“Not so. It was a long time ago. We got lost on the way from Dorud and had to camp here. Ruqaya was with us, too, but she was asleep and missed it. So did… We were together, the four of us.”

“I appreciate a lovely memory as much as anyone. But what does that have to do with the stars?”

She lowered her head to look at me. Her neck must’ve been aching. “The stars shone that night. It was a miracle.”

“A miracle? And you’re certain of this?” I wished my tone weren’t so dismissive.

Sahar nodded. “Don’t you believe in those? The saints have miracles. Each saint brings one as a sign of their friendship with Lat.”

“Of course I believe in miracles and saints.”

“I think a saint caused the sky to clear, for one night. And those of us who were looking up got to see the stars.”

Sadly, I didn’t believe her. Anyone can mistake a dream for a childhood memory. But a part of me wanted to believe. Because if a saint could clear the sky of its choking haze, then perhaps there was hope for those of us forced to suffer beneath it. Perhaps a saint could save us all, just by his or her holiness. Closeness to Lat was the cure for all our ills, wasn’t it?

I shivered as a ghostly gust streamed through me. “You’re going to get sick.”

She threw kindling in the dying campfire. “It’s warm enough here.”

“Don’t you sleep?”

“Not since Ruqaya died.” She said those words with grief, in great contrast to the hope with which she’d spoken of the stars.

“All right… but we’re leaving for the city at first light.”

“I’ll never see them again.” Her sadness seemed to grow heavier with each word she spoke.

“See what?”

“The stars.”

I didn’t want her to be sad, though I was sad myself. It seemed the natural state of man. But a young woman… she ought to at least have a glimmer of joy in her. Or perhaps not. Perhaps it was better not to hope.

“You never know…” I felt like I was lying. “You might see them again. Might be another miracle happens. Or maybe, one day, the sky will clear and we’ll see it like Saint Chisti once did.”

“I’ll never see them again,” she repeated, now in tears.

“How do you know?”

Her silence was the saddest thing of all.

I walked back into the yurt, brushed my sandy feet near the entrance, and fell onto the fur carpet.

My ear hit something hard — metallic.

I picked it up and fingered the rippled edges. A coin. So dark, it could only be black.

I hurried out of the yurt, looked to my right and left.

“What is it?” Sahar asked.

“Nothing.” I gazed at the few campfires in the distance. I walked behind the yurt, looking everywhere, seeing only darkness.

“Psst,” someone said. It sounded close. I stepped in that direction. I passed through a lane of yurts and leapt over dead embers.

“That’s far enough,” the night maiden said.

I froze near a stack of stone cubes, each with a face. “Where are you?”

“Hiding.” Her voice was weightless and tender.

“Did you follow me here?”

“No. I was here long before you.”

I wasn’t certain whether I believed her. Why would the night maiden have come all the way out here? What justice was she seeking in a camp of foreign savages?

“I haven’t yet finished the last job you gave me.”

“Must be difficult to kill someone you’ve slept with.”

“That’s not it. Ever since I took the reins of Green Field, it’s been challenging to find time for my,” I cleared my throat, “nighttime excursions.”

“I sympathize. Take your time with her, if you like. She won’t try to kill again, not for a while. But eventually, you will have to do the deed.”

That I understood. I didn’t intend to delay killing Soraya for much longer. Anticipating that pleasure was the only joy that remained to the Stranger.

“Do you have someone else for me?” I asked. She had left her black coin, after all.

“No.”

“Then why the coin?”

“To warn you.”

“Of what?”

A shadow moved behind a stack of stone cubes. The night maiden must’ve been leaning against it, sitting right there. My curiosity ached. What did she look like?

“These people are not to be trusted,” she said. “Keep wary around them.”

“You don’t have to tell me that.”

“It may be far worse than even your worst suspicion.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not sure. Something about those cups they pray to… Have you ever heard of the Cup of Darkness?”

“That combination of words has never crossed my mind.”

“Just keep your guard up.”

I always did. “Did you see that… thing that attacked us?”

“Thing?” the night maiden asked. “I’m afraid I wasn’t looking your way at the time.”

I didn’t want to think about the creature and what it had done to my lance. Their screams were too fresh. “There was a bloodwriter. She wrote a bloodrune onto the air before that… abomination attacked us.”

“Abomination…”

“Do you know of any bloodwriters in Homara?”

“I have watched Homara for many moons… I have never, not once, seen anyone perform blood magic.”

“The body parts from the cave had bloodrunes written on them, too.”

A chill desert wind gusted. An animal howled somewhere distant. A petal of ash landed in my hair.

“If I knew who was responsible for that, I would tell you.” The night maiden sighed. “My eyes cannot pierce every veil, sad to say.”

I suppose I had to accept that she had her limitations. For the few months that I’d known her, she’d been an observer, one who watched the people of Homara, seeking out those wicked enough to deserve death.

I liked our arrangement. I didn’t have time to watch people, to seek out their hidden sins. She was doing the tedious work, leaving the Stranger to enjoy the work he liked.

“Well, keep watching.” More ash landed in my hair. I brushed it off. “Anything else you can tell me about these foreigners?”

“Nothing you won’t learn yourself.” A cryptic answer, but that was the night maiden. She kept silent for a lingering while. “The night may be long, but it is not eternal. Rest well, Rais Razi.” And then she was gone.

I dreamt of the abomination. Flesh wheel. I dreamt it grew larger than the world itself, absorbing all of mankind into its whole. So many eyes and mouths and legs and arms. The hymns of its million mouths made a blue marble spin backwards in the darkness. It grew hands that wrote bloodrunes across a sky of true night, which was the endless expanse beyond the haze, where dwelt the birthing stars.

I dreamt Sal’s screams. I dreamt I was drowning in his tears. And the tears of Orban and Alinder and all the men of my lance, who’d died because of me. Because I was no leader at all. Because I was not holy enough, not strong enough, not wise enough.

I dreamt of Zafar staring at me with bulging eyes. His anger burned the flesh off my skin. He’d given me two hundred men to protect, two hundred sons. And what did I do? What did I do?

I left twenty to die.
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I awoke to the clamor of Korec’s army forming up. Fearing an enemy raid, I stormed out of the yurt. A bone-clad rider threw a piece of bread at me and shouted, “Breakfast!”

The dawn light revealed the yurt sea. Korec’s horde numbered around one thousand, that much I could tell. A lesser force wouldn’t have been able to annihilate Khagan Nasrid’s tenth tumen. Although it seemed they hadn’t annihilated them all — some had chosen to join Korec. His force was motley: I noticed Abyads with their white caftans and checkered turbans, as well as other factions who must’ve once been loyal to one khagan or another. Men tend to flock to the winner.

The horses were as antlered as the riders — lean breeds, they were, each wearing skull masks set with long horns. One might mistake them for skeletons, themselves — steeds summoned up from hell.

Sahar did not look as sleepless as I expected. There are those who learn to do well without sleep, or whatever little they get. Dried blood crusted around her nostrils, and her dark hair was frayed. I gave her half the bread; it was hard but good. There was kumis to drink, as well, the riders passing around the fermented mare’s milk in small, horsehide sacks. The taste was too sour and clotted for my liking, and spiced with a queer black liquor, but I’d long learned to suffer things I didn’t enjoy. I couldn’t say the same for Sahar; she spat it out after a single sip.

We found Korec while we ate, drank, and walked amid all the riders, the horsestink burrowing into my nose.

“Why are you forming up?” I asked.

“To go to Homara, as invited,” he answered.

That sounded like trouble. If Khagan Helmas noticed a horde riding toward a city he claimed, it would force him to form up, as well. There would doubtless be a battle. If Homara managed to shut its gates, then there could even be a siege.

It was not something the people I worked for wanted, for obvious reasons.

“Rethink this course… kindly,” I said in my most placating tone. “Homara is ruled by its Shura, and they do not want you to come.”

“Homara is ruled by Mama Mowt,” Korec said.

It was the first time I’d heard those two words used together. “Mama Mowt?”

“She’s the one doing all the blood magic. She summoned the abomination from which you fled.”

Sahar was by my side, listening intently. Eating it all up, no doubt.

I was skeptical, though. “And how do you know this?”

“Because we’re after her.” Korec’s expression was colder than a frozen axe. “We’ve been after her for decades. We chased her across vistas you cannot imagine. Across the God Sea itself.” His arm shook as soon as he said the words God Sea, as if it was some horrendous memory. He grabbed his arm to steady it. “And now, we’ve found her. This is our chance to end her before she does her worst.”

I was out of words. Their intention was nothing like what I’d expected. It seemed they were planning to come to Homara, anyway, regardless of Sahar giving them Rofgar’s invitation. Regardless of anything I could possibly say.

“You realize you will have to fight Khagan Helmas?” I was still, with futility, trying to convince him of a different course.

“That is the least of our worries.” Korec belted out a laugh. “I’d rather fight every drop of semen Seluq and his sons squirted out of their balls than what Mama Mowt intends to summon. But I am resolved to do what my father failed to — end her.” He gave me a look up and down, as if taking my measure. “You will speak to the Shura on our behalf. You will convince them to take our side against Helmas, should there be a battle.”

“I work for the Shura, not you.”

He put a hand that smelled like saliva on my shoulder. “You saw the abomination with your own two eyes. And I bet you saw it swallow your friends’ souls.”

I felt my eyes strain and grow large, betraying my horror at remembering.

Korec firmed his grip on my shoulder and shook it. “This is not about taking a side between this khagan and that, or between your taskmasters and me. This is about choosing between mankind and things that should never walk among us. You will help because I smell the grief on you. It is too much for you to carry.”

His words left me jolted, and I had nothing else to say.

I returned to my horse, which had been fed and watered overnight. Sahar and I rode at the head of this trail of strange men and women that stretched toward the horizon. There were children, too; most had their heads shaved, their faces painted bright colors. It seemed they’d brought their families, or perhaps created them along the way. The Red, where they’d come from, was far in the Deep Waste, a distance I could not fathom. And they’d come for a purpose I could not fathom, either.

I knew how to fight bad men — I’d done a lot of that with Green Field. But I did not know how to fight a witch who called upon unholy, forbidden things born behind every veil meant to keep us safe or hidden. It was a concept too large for me to bite, let alone digest.

But Sahar… She seemed as resolute as Korec. Call it strength, inexperience, foolishness, or all three — I was both annoyed and impressed.

“This Mama Mowt must be working together with Helmas,” she said as she sat in front of me on our trotting horse. “She must be the reason he’s been doing so well.”

“You’re seeing things that are not there.”

“And you’re not seeing at all.”

I’d lost the resolve to try and stop any of this. I was bewildered. I didn’t even know how I could show myself to the men of Green Field after I’d fled for my life and left twenty of our brothers to die. But who wouldn’t have run from the flesh wheel? Was there a soul brave enough — or foolish enough — to stand and face it?

“Better to be blind,” I said with some bitterness. “It certainly makes sleeping easier.”

“What’s wrong with you? Aren’t you horrified at that monster she summoned by writing with blood? Doesn’t it enrage you that she’s killed so many?”

I gave her a shrug. I didn’t feel angry at Mama Mowt or even Khagan Helmas, although it had taken me a few sleepless nights to get over what the latter had done. Evil things were just a natural part of our world. It was my fault for failing to protect those under my care from these evil things. Zafar would be so disappointed.

In truth, there was no one to fight but my own weakness. Fighting evil is futile. Even when I killed evil men, it was like killing a few scorpions within a pit of thousands. Kill one arrogant grandson of Seluq and watch as ten more arrive to take what he left behind. One evil will be replaced by another — always worse. That was the way of things. So why did I do it? Why did I cleanse plagues, dig graves, and murder murderers? Because it was lawful. Because it felt good and put food in my belly.

“We can’t trust these people to be of help,” I said to Sahar, who had turned to glare at me. “They are not like us.”

“You think I’m some fool? I know the dangers.”

“I’m not sure you do.”

“I do know,” she insisted. “More than you, even. After you went back to sleep, they burned someone.”

“They were burning corpses when we arrived.”

“No, I mean they burned someone alive.”

A horrible way to go — and one of the loudest, too. “I’m a light sleeper. I think I would’ve heard the screams.”

“There were none. The man they burned… he was smiling the whole time. Even as the flames roasted him to bone.”

I could picture it. “And you’re happy these people are riding toward your home?”

“Happy?” Sahar shook her head. “Takes one monster to kill another.”

She wasn’t wrong, there. I was proof enough.

Green Field was waiting as Sahar and I entered the gate. Omeida and Barzan rode from the barracks and met me on the thoroughfare.

I asked them if any men from my lance had made it back behind the walls, even though I knew the answer. They asked me about Korec’s horde, and so I told them what I knew.

The Bargah was buzzing. I waited outside, like usual, while Sahar went inside, no doubt to speak with her father.

“There is nothing normal about this,” Omeida said to Barzan. The two were arguing while I stood silent, my head empty of thoughts. They were in each other’s faces, Omeida’s curly bright locks brushing against Barzan’s retreating hairline.

“Green Field’s reputation comes from never betraying a contract,” Barzan said. “You know that as well as I do.”

“If what the rumors say is true, this will be our last contract. Should we die with our word?”

“There’s no need to be so dramatic.” Ballad Barzan let out a single, mocking chuckle.

“Twenty brothers are already dead.” Omeida’s tone was as serious as a sharpened sword. “Twenty.”

“And more will die. That’s the business we’re in. What say you, Rais?” The way Barzan enunciated my title sounded so derisive.

I turned to face Omeida. I’d always considered him better than me. Better at fighting, at thinking, at commanding. If only Zafar had put the green ring in his palm.

“The Shura is going to vote,” I said. “And we’re going to do what they say. We’re simply the hand that wipes the ass.”

“But how can we just…” Omeida went silent.

Someone walked out of the column-lined Bargah door and stood in the shadow of its maroon dome. It was Sahar. She approached us in a hurry. “They’re about to vote on whether or not to request help from Khagan Helmas, against Korec. And judging by the deliberations, it’s not going to go our way.”

So Sudis had swayed most of the Shura into siding firmly with Helmas. Old Rofgar must’ve felt so isolated. Likely, he and his last remaining daughter were dangling off a cliff’s edge, given how much they’d opposed the khagan.

Wasn’t my problem. I showed her my empty hands. “Nothing I can do.”

She slapped her thigh. “You live here, too. Surely you realize that Helmas is a danger. That we can’t get into bed with him and the sorceress and whatever other ilk he employs.”

“Who they get into bed with is their decision.”

“And what is your decision? What do you want? Because you’re the ones with all the swords, not the bloody Shura.”

I wanted to kill people and cover myself in their blood. Or at least, that was what the Stranger wanted. But our desires didn’t matter. I had responsibilities. I had Zafar’s example to live up to. He never involved himself in the Bargah’s politics, and for good reason: It was a dangerous game. Choosing between khagans was an even more dangerous game. Green Field was supposed to be a well-paid pawn, not a player. I was not going to disappoint Zafar by leading us outside of the boundaries he’d set.

“We have a chance to defeat Helmas,” Sahar said. “To free our city from his cruel whims and blood magic. But only if we ally with Korec. This is no time for cowardice.”

It was naive thinking, at best, and self-destructive, at worst. Korec was a tinder box of mysteries while Helmas was the kind of thing Homara had dealt with for decades. The bloodwriter, though, was another matter entirely. The Shura must’ve been debating it all, and I had to trust their decision, whether it be motivated by fear, cowardice, prudence, experience, wisdom, or most likely all of that, mixed together like some foul stew.

It was what Zafar would have done.

“I am not the decider,” I said to Sahar.

“Yes you are. Draw your swords, march into the Bargah, and demand they vote the right way.”

She was so certain her father’s way was the right way. Did she want Green Field to be Rofgar’s personal army, enforcing his will and decisions? Had our contract been with the old sheikh, I would’ve had no issue doing whatever he asked. But we’d made our contract with the Shura — all seven of them — and the Shura’s mission was to safeguard Homara. They chose how to do that and we wiped the ass.

That was the law. The law Zafar always clung to. He must’ve been cursing my name, wherever he was in Barzakh. I could never stomach his disappointment and couldn’t imagine piling on more.

“She’s right,” Omeida said. “When a man of power consorts with a sorceress, the evils born from it are too vast and numerous to count. And if it’s true that Helmas has most of the Shura wrapped around his finger, they’ll blind themselves to the danger. They’ll walk us all to our doom.”

I gave him a hard glare. Judging by the way he bit his lip and shut his mouth, he understood what it meant.

After the voting ended, the Shura summoned me into the main chamber. Five were sitting on floor pillows in a semicircle — with two notably empty pillows — bowls of dates and figs and pitchers of sweet-smelling date wine between them.

Sheikh Sudis sat taller than the rest, his wool turban tightly wrapped with the crest of some bright bird subtly threaded in silk. There was still an argument going on, but he silenced it with a closed fist, the iron rings on his hand too ruddy to glint. “An army of foreigners is at our gates. Are you aware of this, Rais Razi?” He spoke softly, forcing me to lean forward to hear him.

It seemed they didn’t know that I’d ridden with that army of foreigners and spent the night in their camp. I decided it best to keep that information to myself.

“I am indeed aware. What do you want me to do about it?”

“Nothing. They’ve far more warriors than your Green Field. Khagan Helmas may not be a saint, but since he does claim this city as his own, he’ll have to come defend it. For now, we will be keeping the gates shut.” He glanced at the other sheikhs and sheikhas, who were each more sullen than him. “What I want you to do, Rais Razi, is ensure that we can last until Helmas and his half tumen arrive.”

“Of course. Tell me, what exactly are you worried about?”

Sudis hesitated for a tense second, then said, “I am worried about traitors. Traitors from this very Shura, in fact.”

I saw where this was going. He was referring to Sheikh Rofgar. But I wanted him to make it clear. To lead me down the road of his icy logic. “Traitors? Who might they be?”

“It pains me greatly to say it, but my good friend Sheikh Rofgar is still drowning in sorrow, still willing to sacrifice our city in some misguided vendetta against Khagan Helmas. We have seen no clear evidence that Helmas was responsible for the slaughter and dismembering of the pilgrimage caravan, but a man in grief is impossible to sway with reason.”

I’d seen the woman responsible. Mama Mowt. I’d felt the ancient fear she awoke in me. She covered her face with a blue curtain draped off the top of a wide, square hat. The question remained: What was her relationship with Khagan Helmas? Sahar believed the two were working together, which must’ve been Rofgar’s conclusion. I couldn’t say they were wrong, nor could I say they were right. But either way, it wasn’t my conclusion that mattered.

“Perhaps you should give Sheikh Rofgar more time,” I said, hoping to lead Sudis away from taking action against another member of the Shura. Getting between them was something, in his wisdom, Zafar always avoided.

“Time is not something we have much of.” Sudis shook his head and tsk tsk tsk’d. “Need I remind you, that army came to our gates because you and your order failed to apprehend his daughter. Such a wily girl. Somehow, she reached their camp and convinced them to come here and ally with her father against us. If we do nothing, everyone in this city will suffer.”

She hadn’t done much convincing. Korec had come on his own, but saying that would reveal too much about my part, reluctant or not, in bringing them here.

“Tell it to me plain, Sheikh Sudis. What are your orders for Green Field?”

“Capture Rofgar, his daughter, and all the members of his household.”

“I’ll need that in writing. So once we capture them, what would you have us do?”

Sudis gestured toward a page standing in the corner. “Bring them here. We will keep an eye on them. Simple.”

There was nothing simple about his request. Would they hand over Rofgar and his family to Khagan Helmas? What would be his fate, then? The fate of his daughter?

I kept my hands behind my back and nodded. “Understood.”

The page placed a feather pen, quill, and some vellum onto the low desk.

Sudis took the pen into his hand. “Oh, and regarding our slight delay in payment…”

I’d not forgotten about that.

He glanced at the other sheikhs and sheikhas, some who gave him reassuring nods in return. Others looked away and played with their turbans.

“...You can seize the necessary amount owed to you from Rofgar’s sizable hoard, plus twenty percent.”

Pilfer his household wealth? When I’d first confronted Sudis about this issue, he’d said the Shura had made a gift of our payment to Khagan Helmas. Now he wanted us to collect it from his rival.

Doubts burrowed in my chest. What if he never meant to pay us, in the first place? A man like Sudis doesn’t do such things on a whim, but rather as part of a carefully crafted plan. What was his real intention?

Suddenly, I was worried about something even more concerning than Korec and his army from the Red, than Khagan Helmas and Mama Mowt. I was worried we could no longer trust the very people whom we were contracted to protect.

Realizing this, I also realized I could no longer cling to a simple, rigid plan. The straight path was a maze. I had to be clever, cleverer than even Zafar was like to be, were he standing here instead of me.

“Is this really the only way?” said the sheikha with one ear. The circlet on her forehead seemed even older than her, the way it refused to glint. “Can we not still come to some accord with a man who has sat among us all these years?”

“Lest you forget, Nerma, we found this in his office.” Sudis took out a ring from his pocket. It was shockingly familiar. The bulbous sapphire shimmered as if it had just been polished. “Rofgar had no answer as to why he had this, as you recall. The guilt was written all over his face. There is no doubt he did the deed we all fear.”

It was the ring of the man whose throat I’d slit. I’d taken it off Sheikh Talha’s cold finger, then left it outside the healer’s house with the orphan girl he’d intended to sacrifice to the devs. If so, I’d been careless in my rush to save a life.

I pretended I had no idea what Sudis was holding and stayed silent.

“Rais Razi,” Sudis turned back to me, the ring still in his palm, “is our order clear?”

A bead of sweat trickled down my forehead and into my eye, making it sting. I avoided rubbing it and put my hand on my heart instead. “It is, Sheikh Sudis. Green Field will do as our paymasters have bid.” I gave the sheikhs and sheikhas a nod, then walked out of the room, careful not to show them my back.

Though Sudis was clever to use Talha’s ring as evidence against Rofgar, it made one thing clear: He was not interested in the truth, but rather in creating truths that bolstered his agenda. You don’t become one of the Seven of the Shura without having such bent priorities. Obviously, I had killed Sheikh Talha and Rofgar had nothing to do with it — but why did Rofgar have his ring in the first place?

Or was that a lie, too? Was it Sudis who’d somehow retrieved the ring? Was he simply using it as evidence to sway the rest of the Shura against Rofgar?

I suppose as long as my guilt remained a secret, it didn’t matter to me, and it was better that someone else be blamed. But was that the straight path?

In any case, I took Barzan and Omeida, as well as their lances, and surrounded Sheikh Rofgar’s estate. It sat on the southern edge of town and featured a large limestone villa, though weeds riddled the garden and the marble fountain lay dead.

Even after we asked him twice, the gate guard did not sheathe his sword. He wore hard leathers and had burns across his left cheek.

“Gold worshippers,” he said after letting loose a nice, juicy spit. “You won’t get inside my sheikh's home. Not unless you step over my bloody corpse, first.”

I dropped my sword belt and daggers near his feet. “No corpses today. I simply wish to speak with your sheikh.”

That surprised him. After some back and forth between him and Rofgar through a messenger boy, I was allowed inside — alone. The guard kept his sword brandished even as I entered the villa and walked into the presence of Sheikh Rofgar, who was wearing a pristine beige caftan, perfume in his fire-orange beard.

“You’re very disappointing.” He sounded like Zafar.

“I’m not here to please you, sheikh. I inherited my position from a man who considered me and all two hundred in my order as his very own sons. I am only here to keep them fed and safe, in this world and the next.”

“My daughter informed me of your losses. To Lat we belong and to her we return. Tell me, Razi, are you so lacking in foresight that you can’t see the danger to your order, and to everyone else in Homara?”

I wasn’t lacking in foresight — only in courage to do things that Zafar wouldn’t. Often, it isn’t courage in the face of danger that keeps you alive and safe; it’s cowardice. Realizing this is wisdom. The man who runs lives longer than the man who fights.

But no one dies faster than the man who stands still.

“Do you truly believe your course is best?” I asked with sincerity.

“I won’t bow to Helmas and his bloodwriting witch. I will fight them. I believe it is the right thing to do.”

“But if it is indeed true that Helmas is colluding with a witch, then he stands to win many battles. I hear he has half a tumen to his name, yet when he came to our gates, he only had one-tenth. That kind of growth, in so little time, is unknown. Wouldn’t it be better to be on his side than against?”

Old Rofgar glowered and shook his head. “You sound just like Sudis. Is that all that matters to people like you — surviving? Living one more meaningless day beneath the ashen sky? Is that worth more than standing for something? Dying for something?”

“What are you willing to die for, then? Is vengeance so meaningful that you’d sacrifice not just yourself, but your only living daughter to its flames?”

I’d jabbed at a wound, and the intensity in his rheumy old eyes showed how much it stung.

“Have you never felt it, Razi?”

“Felt what?”

“The flame. Have you never lost someone you treasured?” Rofgar waited for me to answer. When I didn’t, he said, “Oh, but you have. Your grief tasted like my own, the day you lost your Rais. Why then are you not burning?”

Because after much pain and reflection, I no longer blamed Khagan Helmas for Zafar’s death. He wasn’t a particularly cruel man. They were all equally cruel — all the sons and grandsons of Seluq. And not just them, but any man with a few thugs to command. I would be cruel, too, were it not for the straight path that Zafar had shown me.

“There’s nothing good in that fire,” I said. “Nothing good at all. But it doesn’t matter, does it? A foreign army encamps outside our wall. The Shura have already written to Helmas, asking him to chase them away. A battle is likely. A side must be chosen, and I’ve made my decision.”

“Then put me in chains and be done with it.” The old sheikh showed me his scar-pocked hands. “And don’t forget Sahar, too. She told me how you saved her when she fell off her horse. She said she saw something in you. Decency. Faithfulness. How disappointed she’ll be when you prove her wrong.”

I let a silence settle to make sure Rofgar was done. “I’m going to have two dozen men guard your villa, to deter the Bargah from sending someone else to fulfill the order that I’ve decided to defy.”

He raised his eyebrows, betraying his surprise.

“Oh, and you’ll have to pay us. Faithfulness doesn’t fill the belly.”
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I marched into the Bargah to tell them the news.

“You betrayed your contract,” Sheikh Sudis said, alone in his office. “You⁠—”

I raised my open palm to stop him from speaking. “Don’t pretend like you weren’t going to betray that contract, first.”

His look of disgust was either well-acted or genuine. “I am a man of Lat. My word is my faith.”

“Let’s make it simpler, then — you didn’t pay us. Rofgar did.”

“You could’ve seized his entire hoard, for all I care.”

“We aren’t thieves.”

“No, you’re worse than thieves. You’re unreliable.”

“And so are you. I am the Rais of Green Field. How can I assure my men that the Bargah will pay us in the future, when you’ve already failed to do so once?”

Sudis stayed silent. He’d never intended to pay us. In his preferred version of events, he could string us along until Helmas arrived, who’d then resolve his payment problem by killing us.

It was the only scenario that made sense. But Sudis was too arrogant to realize that I wasn’t just some hired hand — I’d enough conniving to see through his plan. And now he was at my mercy. In the spare time before Helmas got here with five thousand riders, I held his life in my grasp.

“Sheikh Sudis,” I said. “I think you see the bind you’ve put me in.” To make my intention clear, I pulled out my dagger. Though I hadn’t polished the blade, it still glinted from the light of the murky sky shining through the painted windows. “It would be better if I didn’t have rats running around my feet while I prepare to fight a giant.”

I wasn’t going to kill him, though it would give me pleasure. I wanted to see whether he was a coward or not. I wanted to expose whatever other sides he was hiding.

He stared at the blade for a moment, then said, “It was all Khagan Helmas’ idea. He seems to dislike you khazis. ‘Parasites’ was the word he used.”

“I imagine men like him learn to suffer what they dislike.”

“Then you’re a shade too imaginative.” Sudis wiped some dust off his thin eyebrow. “Tomorrow, we were to assign you your final order. Ride into the desert to put down some bandits. Except it wouldn’t be bandits waiting for you, but⁠—”

“A horde. What does Helmas want?”

“To assume direct rule over Homara.”

That seemed strange. Khagans were too busy battling it out in the scrub to govern cities. “Why?”

“Because he wants to declare it his Seat.”

Surprising. Homara was a great city, yes, but it had never been the center of anything. Dorud or Qandbajar were the known Seats of Alanya, and no one had ever entertained otherwise.

“And the Shura just went along with this?”

“The others don’t know. I made the agreement in secret, but I did it for everyone’s benefit. Homara would be truly protected were it the Seat of whatever empire Khagan Helmas intends to forge. Its people would be inviolable.”

“Only if Helmas wins the war… a war that has gone on for longer than you’ve lived. Who's to say he’ll be the one?”

“Who’s to say he won’t? All wars end.”

Plenty of khagans had been cleverer than Helmas, plenty crueler too — like Israfil. Zafar oft repeated the history. The Lightning Death drove his riders like a storm across Kashan, scouring city and field alike until nothing but ash and silence remained. Ten million were trampled beneath the hooves of his twenty tumens, their bones whitening in the wastes where green fields once gleamed. Shrines were razed, rivers ran black with soot and blood, and the great granaries stood hollow as skulls. Still, even with all his cunning, even with all his cruelty, Israfil could not seize victory. The land broke, the people perished, yet the Seat of the one true Padishah defied him.

“You’ve chosen the wrong path, Sheikh Sudis.”

“I chose the only path. Helmas said if I didn’t accept, he would level every brick, kill every man, and enslave every woman and child in Homara. I did what was best for the people of the city where I was born, whose soil forms the flesh around my bones. I would die for my home, Rais Razi, so if you want to slit my throat like you would a goat, then go ahead and do it.”

Perhaps I could understand. Helmas was not a distant fear but a nearby one. Appeasing him, even if it involved sacrificing Green Field, seemed like the best thing for the city. But I could not accept being crushed beneath the hooves of his half tumen. I could not let this arrangement between Sudis and Helmas stand.

For the survival of our order, I saw no choice but to open the city to the only force nearby large enough to counter Helmas: Korec and his tribe from the Red.

“Zafar would not have acted as you have,” Sudis said. “Betraying a contract… you’ve sullied what he built.”

It seemed he’d found the best way to wound me. But I’d expected it, and so my shield was up. “You just admitted that you were going to help Helmas kill us. I’d say my decision ensures the survival of what Rais Zafar built.”

I was right, and he had no retort.

As I made my way out of the Bargah, I noticed a woman standing beneath a palm tree in the garden, which now smelled soggy and wilted. I did not mind her at first, though the way she was covered from head to toe in red seemed odd. When I looked a second time, the red henna across her neck and face made me pause. The henna was far too crimson in shade… no, it wasn’t henna at all.

It was blood.

The woman smiled at me, and dread seeped into my bones. She stepped so softly on the grass that it barely made a patter. Once she was standing in front of me, only then did I feel the fear of that night when I’d supped with Khagan Helmas and noticed a shadow behind the fog. A shadow that was watching me. A shadow that was whispering.

The closer she loomed her head, the deeper my heart fell into the abyss. I suffered the terror of her ancient aura, and there was only one way to describe it: familiar.

“You are Mama Mowt.” The dread was in my throat. “I saw… felt you at Helmas’ camp. I watched as you wrote a bloodrune. You summoned that thing… it killed twenty of my brothers.”

“Shh.” She sounded like she was lulling a child. “It’s not going to be so bad.”

“How can you say that? After all that you’ve done?”

“Because I believe the end is a good one. For you.”

I wanted to draw my dagger and stab her between the ribs, but my limbs were too possessed by terror. I did not know when I’d learned to fear her. It seemed I was born with it, this ancient terror, as if for a thousand thousand generations, everything that stood or crawled feared this woman.

“Why are you so afraid?” she asked, her tone sincere. “Death will come. Death will surround you. But death will not touch you.”

What madness was this? She was the one who’d summoned the flesh wheel that had nearly killed me.

The woman raised her finger — a fleshy tendril. She hovered it above my face, then wiped it across my forehead. Her touch was cold, and now a bead of my sweat glistened on her fingertip. She admired it for a moment, then brought it to her mouth and put it between her lips.

Marked, the Stranger said. She has marked herself.

I blinked, and Mama Mowt was gone. I could breathe again. I gripped my chest and squatted in the grass, dizzy but relieved.

I ordered my men to detain Sudis in the dungeon beneath the Bargah. Then I ordered them to open the gates. Korec and his strange, foreign army streamed into the city; good thing there were plenty of empty hovels for them to reside in. Plenty of empty graves for those who would doubtlessly perish, too.

Helmas would arrive soon, and so we barely had time to prepare for whatever he would throw at us.

We wasted no time rebuilding crumbling parts of the wall. We fletched wooden arrows and tipped them with iron. We amassed sharpening stones for our spears and swords. And we filled the granaries with as much grain as we could and brought up as much water as possible from the wells. The clang-clang of hammers echoed across the streets, the beat for so many weary prayers. Fear hung over us like a second sky.

That night, we sought comforts, should we lose the battle and be destined for death. We ate, sang, and drank. We dictated letters to our families, whether they were dead or alive. We smoked blue lotus and ingested lungberries. We delighted in the pleasure houses, making what could be our final, temporary marriages.

The Stranger wanted comfort, too, so I visited Soraya, intent to make good on the mark I’d left upon her. It had been weeks since I’d last spoken to her, when I’d saved her from being enslaved at the cost of Zafar’s life. I still felt the sting of that shame each day as I suffered beneath the weight of his responsibilities. It was as if assuming his position as Rais was my punishment for getting him killed. All I could do was carry it, even if it crushed me. Even if I doubted every decision I made and lamented every consequence.

But I did not lament the sight of Soraya. Just the smoothness of her skin behind her translucent, jewel-lined caftan was a cooling sight. Her perfume smelled of roses. Her smile, though bright, hid as many pains as my own.

“You never let me thank you,” she said once we were alone in the same backroom where I’d marked her, that first time. “And you never let me say ‘sorry.’”

“Why should you be sorry?”

“I know what saving me cost you. And I know how difficult that must be for you.”

“It is something I must bear, not you.”

“But you can tell me if it hurts. I’ll listen.”

I didn’t know how to put pain into words. I didn’t know how to explain what it felt like to be crushed beneath a mountain. All I could do was try to forget those feelings for a few fleeting moments.

“Just the sight of you makes it hurt less.”

Soraya blushed like a bride. “I’m glad.”

I let a silence settle as our shoulders touched. I listened to her breaths and breathed in her rose perfume.

“You know, I’ve been thinking about Inanna,” I said.

“Oh?”

“When she was lost in that maze… every path was a dead end… she almost gave up… but then she found a way forward. I wonder, was her striving worth it?”

“In what way?”

“I think I just want to know if she found happiness, in the end.”

Her silence hinted at a darker end. “It’s complicated,” she said.

“So much is. Everything starts so simple, and then becomes so damned complicated.”

“It’s because there’s different people inside each of us, complicating things.”

I shifted on the floor cushion so that we were facing each other. Her emerald eyes reflected the orange glint of the candles.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We all have one name, but I think we should each have a dozen or more. At the pleasure house, I’m Laleh. With you, I’m Soraya. When I’m all alone with my thoughts, I’m another name. And when I’m dreaming, I’m Inanna. So many different people, all in one body.”

I knew what she meant. I’d given myself another name, too. A part of me that felt like a whole other person. The hungry, hungry Stranger.

I wondered if Soraya had a name for the woman who snatched babies and left them to die in wells. I wondered if that woman made her life more complicated. Did she resent her, or had they learned to live in harmony? Perhaps what she did on each new moon was part of that compromise.

I was only guessing, though. I knew precious little about the murderous woman sitting in front of me.

“You want to hear more of Inanna’s story?” she asked.

“Is there a lot more to tell?”

“Oh yes.”

“All right, then. So what happens next?”

Soraya took my hands in hers and began the next part.

The Tale of the Priestess and the Padishah

It was a strange city, indeed. When Inanna had stepped through that door at the end of the maze, she had not expected to find herself in a different land entirely. But there was no question: She was now far from home. So far that not even Loqis’ curse could scald her skin.

Everything in the city was formed from black metal. Black smoke belched from black towers that stood upon black mountains. The black wall she’d been allowed to enter was so tall, it rivaled the mountains in size. But strangest of all were the black ships that floated among the clouds. Just where was she?

Of course, Inanna did not speak the language of the people, who each wore thick robes and turbans of white, in contrast to their black city. In her colorful priestess’ garb, she looked like a flower in a bed of parched grass. She was also colder than she’d ever been, even in winter. This was not a land of warmth, and she couldn’t see the sun as it hid beneath an endless, choking haze.

Unfortunately, Inanna’s strange manner drew the attention of the city’s authorities. They seized her, and when she could not answer their questions because she could not understand them, they locked her in a chamber of black steel with neither window nor lamp.

She learned quickly that time did not flow as it did in her homeland. Some days stretched endlessly, her belly tightening with hunger, her throat cracking with thirst. Other days passed in the blink of an eye, as though whole seasons slipped away whilst she closed her eyes to rest. Hunger and cold gnawed at her bones, but worse still was the silence. The black walls seemed to drink up every sound, so that even her own voice felt stolen from her.

One night, she dreamed that the walls pressed inward. The steel darkened, and within it she glimpsed shapes moving — figures with faceless heads and hands too long for their arms, reaching for her.

Another trial came when they brought her a bowl of water. She bent to drink, but in its surface she saw her lips sewn shut with black thread. She recoiled, yet thirst demanded of her, and when she drank, the water burned her throat like fire.

She dreamed of the fields outside her home, white tulips swaying in sweet winds. Yet when she reached for them, they withered in her hands and turned to ash.

Inanna endured. When the guards came for her at last, she rose on shaking legs. They thought to break her in that place of shadows, but she had walked deeper into herself and found that her will, though battered, was no easy thing to shatter.

Days later, they took her up the tallest mountain within the city walls, where stood a castle formed from black spires that seemed to pierce the clouds. The climb was winding, but when she reached the top, she beheld something spectacular: a garden. There were flowers of every shade of every color, cascading waterfalls, and creatures she’d never before known, both of fur and scale. The walls within the castle itself astounded her even more; each was frescoed with the most detailed illustrations she’d ever beheld that told stories of great battles between hosts that seemed so numerous, they could swallow oceans. In some, fire fell from the sky and visages of the jinn could be seen hiding in the clouds, many resembling the sultans and sultanas she once worshipped.

And then they brought her to the king. He sat upon a floating golden throne, high above a hall filled with dignitaries, each wearing white like the people they ruled. The king was covered from head to toe in black metal armor, just like the houses and hovels and towers in the city beneath and the ships floating above in the clouds.

Inanna watched in awe as two flying jinn took the king’s arms and carried him down from his throne. They were bright-winged nasnas of the Jann tribe, ruled by Loqis herself, so how could they be here when Loqis wasn’t? They settled the king right in front of her. Though she could not see his eyes beneath his visor, she sensed both a zeal and a kindness in him, and so she was not afraid.

“You speak the language of the jinn,” he said, his voice as dark as his armor. “How did you come to learn this tongue?”

Inanna did not know her language to even have a name, and so she could only be honest. “I come from a place where we all speak it.”

“There is no such place. How did you arrive here?”

“I was lost. I saw a door. I stepped through, and here I was.” She hoped her honesty would win him over. She did not want enemies in this new place. But she was curious, and so had to ask, “What is the name of this city? And who are you?”

“This city has no name because it is the last and only city. And I am the Padishah of the Final Hour.”

Inanna was shocked to hear that. If this was the only city left on earth, then it meant her home was no more. “What of Param? And the jinn sultans who lord over it?”

“Ash spread across the pages of time.”

Relief mixed with sadness in Inanna’s heart. If the jinn sultans were dead, it meant Loqis was no more and her curse could never harm her. But it also meant her son was gone, too, and she would never know him nor the life he’d lived.

She did not show the Padishah of the Final Hour her grief.

He took her back out into his garden. He seemed to enjoy it as they walked amid fragrant flowers, the bright petals blowing in the dark breeze. During their walk, Inanna told her story in greater detail, hoping the kindness she sensed in the Padishah would prevail above his fervor.

“You are the Witness from the Past,” he said once she was done speaking. “You were foretold.”

“You speak of prophecy?”

“I do. It is one among the prophecies of the Final Hour.”

Inanna had known many prophecies. The jinn sultans could, at times, behold glimpses of the Dreaming Tree. Sometimes when Inanna slept, lesser jinn would bring these glimpses to her. Just fragments of images of things that could happen, like leaves gusting by on a colorful autumn day.

But Inanna had never heard of a Padishah or a Final Hour. She had never glimpsed a city of all black or a king wrapped in dark armor, as if his own body were no more and his soul dwelt in metal.

“What is the Final Hour?” she asked.

“It is the last gasp of a sickly old man. The moment before a scream, frozen… for a time.”

“A time?”

“The Final Hour will not begin so long as I live, for I am the only thing keeping the Great Terror from remaking us in fire.”

It sounded like the end of the world, though Inanna knew the end of one world was the beginning of another. When an old man dies, a baby is born. A soul goes to the sea and another falls from the clouds as rain. “Why prolong a life that should end?”

“Because this is an end without a beginning,” the Padishah explained. “A true end, from which nothing can be born except an indescribable other. We stand on the shore looking out into the abyss. And now you must look, too. You must tell others what you saw here, so that the end may be forestalled.”

Unfortunately for Inanna, the Padishah was not speaking figuratively. There was something he wanted her to glimpse. To sip. A darkness so vast and deep and all encompassing, it made Loqis’ torture seem like a delightful dream.

The Padishah took her into a room. To Inanna’s astonishment, this room moved upward. It torrented until it was above the clouds. Until she beheld a sky of true night.

“Look,” the Padishah pointed at the canvas above.

There, she saw what words cannot describe. The stars had become a language that even she could read. Their colors and the cadence of their twinkling spoke to all. They were each screaming their pain, warning those who were watching of the coming of the inevitable. A new creation, a new era for souls, a soulsea of suffering, a unity within terror, an eternal eclipse, a death of dreams, a perfected despair, a oneness of punishment.

That was the Great Terror, and the stars were already drowning in it. Already being torn apart and rebirthed within its fold. All they could do was scream to the lingering life that remained. Scream three words: run and hide.

After this witnessing, the Padishah took Inanna back down to the world below. They ventured to the mountain behind his castle, where they found a cave. It was a dark place that reminded her of the maze she was once stuck in. But Inanna had seen too much to be afraid of the dark. After glimpsing the warning in the sky, even the dark seemed a comfort.

They traversed through the tunnels and soon stood before an open door with glowing green runes upon its threshold. It was much like the door at the end of the maze.

“You must go elsewhere, now,” the Padishah said. “And you must warn others of what you’ve just seen.”

Inanna was resigned to this purpose. What she’d seen was too terrible to turn away from. There was no joy to be had in a world about to end.

“Will the Great Terror truly come?” she asked the Padishah. “What is to be our fate?” She hoped he would comfort her. She hoped he would tell her that he would stop it from happening.

“I don’t know.”

Inanna was not satisfied. But it was something she would have to swallow and hold within herself. An unsettling truth she would carry for the rest of her days. “Goodbye, then. And good fortune.”

And so she stepped through the door and appeared, once again, somewhere else.

“Well, what do you think?” Soraya asked, squeezing my hands.

I blew out a gust. “I don’t even know what to think. I’ve never heard a story like it.”

“I’ll take that as praise.” She grinned.

“How do you come up with such bizarre tales? You’re not smoking that blue lotus, are you?”

“Nothing like that. I have vivid dreams.”

“So the jinn are inspiring you.”

“If that’s what you believe, then sure.”

We married temporarily and consummated it. After, we sat together around the floor table, eating shriveled dates that were more seed than flesh. The wine was sour and far too red. But at least the company was good.

“I met a girl who claimed she’d seen the stars,” I said with a chuckle, now on my third cup of wine. “She insisted it was some sort of saint’s miracle.”

“Do you believe her?”

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “Have you seen the stars?”

“Just in my dreams.”

“I only dream of death.” I spat out some wine as I laughed from the morbidness of it. “The jinn torture me even in my sleep. There’s no rest for men like me, I suppose.”

“Oh, you’re not so bad.” Her wry smile was a campfire on a freezing night.

But I barely felt the warmth. “You don’t know that. You don’t know what these hands have done.” I gave her a serious look, bringing to mind my true intention toward her. “What they seek to do.”

“It’s nothing you need to worry about when you’re with me.” She was oblivious, the way your horse might nuzzle you right before you slit its throat for meat.

My next sip of wine was as bitter as that image. “You’re just saying that because I pay you.”

She didn’t reply right away, as if carefully choosing her next words. “I like you, Razi. Whether you believe that or not is up to you.”

The date flesh I popped into my mouth tasted so overripe. “Ah, look at me, drowning in bitterness. I suppose I shouldn’t have drunk tonight. Not with all that’s happening and about to happen.”

Soraya massaged my hand. “If you’re carrying any burdens or pain, you can tell me. Lighten your load.”

What did she want me to tell her? How could talking about such things make them any lighter? And where should I start? From the beginning? Did she want to know about how much I loved killing? How my earliest fantasies were about beheading my friends? How I wanted to open them up, drain their blood, and bathe in it?

It was Zafar who taught me another way. That killing must have conditions and costs. That even men who kill, whether for joy or gold, should obey the laws of Lat, and should hold their honor above their yearnings, above their need. It was the first time I’d felt anything resembling dignity. But now that he was gone, I had no star to guide me through the murk. All I had were the rules he’d left behind to keep me on the straight path. But when the path bends, as it so often does, must the rules also bend with it?

Even now, I could never be sure if all I’d done was ever good. Ever lawful. Ever decent.

Soraya kissed my cheek, breaking me from my depressing thoughts. “Whatever you’re worried about, it doesn’t matter when you’re with me. You’re not the Rais of Green Field, just a man.”

If only I could’ve been just a man. If only I wasn’t forced to hold so many lives in my unworthy hands.

“I saw a woman who hid her face,” I said. “I saw her draw runes with blood onto the air, and summon a creature that even nightmares forbid.”

I was not ready for this challenge. I could not lead the fight against Khagan Helmas and his sorceress, whom Korec called Mama Mowt. My inadequacy would doom us all. Zafar would be so disappointed. He’d asked me to rise and stand in his stead, but here I was, floundering.

I could not bear the thought of him cursing me from the grave. It made me shiver more than the desert did at night.

“Who is this sorceress?” Soraya asked.

“She is in league with Khagan Helmas. I’ve made a terrible mistake going against them. The Shura had the right idea. I should have sided with them, not with Sheikh Rofgar and his daughter. What if I⁠—”

“Helmas is the one who enslaved all those people, and almost enslaved me. He isn’t worthy of your allegiance. I know you carry many burdens, but please remember… There is a way out of this maze — don’t lose hope, Razi.”

I shook my head, the dread rising high in my chest. I was going to follow this woman home and stab her somewhere dark along the way. I was going to look into her eyes, so she could see how much the Stranger enjoyed the warmth of her blood as it sprayed onto his face.

Soraya hugged me, easing my trembles. I’d never been so afraid of myself, and yet so comforted by another. “You’ll get through this. You’ll make it. And I’ll always be here for you. Whether you pay me or not.”
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I let her live, for now. The Stranger was not happy.

Next time she kills, the sin will be our own.

Another of his twisted arguments. He knew how to use my virtues against me. Best not to retort. The more I argued, the cleverer his arguments would become. The more he would use my own body and mind to bind me. Already, my veins were filled with a desire for blood. Her blood.

She’s a murderous whore. Are you so desperate to fall under the spell of such?

Instead of sparring with the voice in my head, I went home and slept. It was dreamless, as if I’d dropped my burdens at Soraya’s feet, and so the jinn could torment me no longer.

The next day, Sheikh Rofgar returned to the Bargah. Now that he was Green Field’s patron, I wondered if he’d rule alone or sit with the other four members of the Shura.

I found out once I reached the main chamber. I was covered in dust from digging graves that morning, the bone rollers having named a paltry number of two score. Thankfully, the qahwa was strong in my veins. It was just Rofgar, Sahar, Korec, and me, as if the four of us were the new Shura. We sat in a circle around the floor table with only tepid, prickly blossom tea to comfort us. The gold-flecked tapestries on the walls had not been dusted and sand roughened the silk carpet. Watery sandalwood incense wafted from the corner burners.

“Our scouts have sighted Khagan Helmas on the approach,” Sheikh Rofgar said. He was wearing a fresh, white caftan and a maroon turban — a plain and simple look.

“How close?” I asked.

“Close enough that we’ll see his banners fluttering atop the dunes on the morrow. Alas, he’s only my second-most worry.” Rofgar turned to Korec. “You said you have a way to slay her. This sorceress you call Mama Mowt.”

“I do. Let me get right to the point.” Korec opened his robe, formed from the thick fur of some beast I could not name, and pulled out a bone-hilt dagger. Its blade was white and so luminescent it blinded. “This is the only thing in existence that can end her life — if you can even call her alive.”

“Good luck getting close enough to stick it between her bones,” I said, reminding myself how close she’d come to me the other day. “She can bloodwrite onto the air itself. Something tells me she’s not going to make it easy.”

“We know what she can do. What you’ve seen is far from her worst.”

That was not reassuring, but Korec had made it clear that his tribe had come here for one reason: to slay Mama Mowt. If they succeeded, Helmas would be just another khagan that we could defeat with iron and bravery. And ideally, a larger army.

“I would like to hear how you know so much about her,” I said. “We’ve gotten into bed with you, and we don’t even know who you are.”

“A fair request.” Korec’s broad nose twitched. He stroked his thorny yellow beard. “My tribe is… old. We lived for a thousand years at the far shore of the God Sea, where angels are born. Where hides the Cup of Darkness. Where hails Mama Mowt.”

Though I knew nothing about much of what he’d mentioned, I was certainly listening.

“Go on…” Sahar’s elbows were far forward; she seemed the most interested in what Korec had to say, and also the most tired, yawning into her twig-thin forearm.

“Everyone seems to be listening. Good.” The freckled chieftain smiled, showing us his obsidian front teeth — sharp as daggers. “This will be a long one.”

The Tale of the Fisherman and the God Sea

There exists no place on earth unsullied by mankind. No matter how cold or hot, how barren or bursting, men will find a way to pitch their tent. Yet this is not always wise. For there exist vistas too strange for a man, tribe, or nation to ever conquer.

The God Sea is one such place. Curses multiply from it like rabbits in the forest. The closer one gets to its shores, the less certain one can be of anything. Life becomes death and death becomes life. Sound becomes sight and sight becomes sound. Colors glimmer that cannot be named, and creatures come to life that defy description.

What the God Sea truly is, no soul knows. Some say it contains the carcass of the first angel, who crashed onto this plane from another far beyond our own. Others say it is a hole in the earth which leads to hell itself. There are even those who say it is a crack in the egg that is our world, within which something is meant to be born — something that deserves our fear, whether we know its name or not.

The fisherman did not know the truth. He was not born near its shore. He was born a thousand miles away, near a beautiful lake of serene blue, in a place where the sun shone true in the heavens.

Like the others in his tribe, he built his hovel from the ice itself. He rode his sled across the frigid expanse, sharing his catch with those who were hungry. He supported his wife, son, and daughter, all of whom he endlessly doted on. He was as happy as any man could be in that time and place.

But that was before they came. Tribes from the east, near what is known as the Silklands. They thundered through with fire and horse and iron, driving the fisherman and his tribe from their fair, lake-kissed land. And so they had no choice but to go west, and to keep going west, lest the eastern tribes’ lust for blood be their demise.

It was there that they found a river. At first, it seemed a miracle. The water was white, as if filled with pearls. Daily it would give up its bounty: succulent fish so numerous they could each fill their bellies, then toss what remained for their hounds and sled dogs to delight in.

They built their icy hovels on the plain near the riverside. Now that they had survived and found a new home, peace returned to their hearts.

After so much tumult since the invasion of the eastern tribes, life was good again. And so they decided to give thanks to their gods. They gathered large stones and made tools for carving and polishing. Each stone was cut into a perfect cube, and then polished to a sheen and painted with dazzling patterns to match each god. They erected their totems at the riverside, imitating every ritual they’d been taught by their forefathers. Among the gods they constructed were three: the god of bounties, the god of rebirth, and the god of death.

Daily, the fisherman would visit the god of bounties, praying for a good catch. And daily, the river would give, as if these blessings were now endless. Days and months and years passed in plenty and peace, everyone having forgotten the terror of the invasion.

And then, one day, something strange happened.

As the fisherman went to pray, he noticed that the totem of the god of bounties was different. The eyes that he himself had chiseled within the stone were alive. The totem had grown arms and legs, and now stood tall, like a living creature of stone.

It terrified the fisherman. He had built this god himself and so knew it could not be animate. In all the stories passed down from the elders of his tribe, he had never known a god to move. It looked like a freakish thing, and yet, it was his god. He’d prayed to it each day, and each day it had blessed him.

“Fear not,” the totem said. “I have assumed this form only to warn you. Death is coming to take you all. To save yourself, you must destroy the god of death.”

This astounded the fisherman. The god of death was also his god. Though he had not built it with his own hands, the family that had done so were beloved kin of his who had always shared their food and shelter in times of need.

“I cannot do that,” said the fisherman. “The god of death is sacred, and those who pray to him are my brothers and sisters.”

“Not so,” said the totem of the god of bounties. “The god of death has deceived them. They pray to him, but he laughs at their prayers. Soon, the god of death will consume all life in the river I have blessed with your sustenance. Should you allow him to do that, then you and all those you cherish will perish with empty stomachs and crusting throats.”

Frustrated and confused, the fisherman dropped to his knees and raised his hands. “Then I ask you to help us, for you are the god of bounties and can convince the god of death not to harm his worshippers.”

The totem’s eyes grew large, as if the god were angry. He raised his huge, stone arms and brought his hands above his head. “Are you not my servant? Did I not bless you, each and every day? When you were driven out by the vile tribes of the east, was it not I who found you a new home and guided you there? Was it not I who fed and clothed and sheltered and freed you of worries, so that you could bask in plenty and peace? Now I ask one thing in return, and in return you show me such ungratefulness.”

Taken aback by his god’s anger, the fisherman pushed his forehead to the ground, tears streaming from his eyes. “Forgive me, god of bounties. I will do as you ask. I will topple the god of death, so that he may have no more power here. But I am not a warrior. I have no weapon with which to destroy him.”

As if by magic, an axe appeared in the hands of the fisherman. It was so heavy, he could hardly swing it, and unlike his fishing tools, it felt so foreign. The blade was black, as if the metal had been formed from the night itself.

But the fisherman was resolved. The god of bounties, who had blessed him and his family, had commanded him to deface the god of death and lay him low. What choice did he have except to do what his god commanded?

“Go now,” the god of bounties stood straight on its stone legs, towering even above the treeline, far taller than the totem the fisherman had built. “Do not return until you have done what I asked.”

The totem of the god of death was farther down the river. Though it was a dreadfully heavy thing, the fisherman dragged the axe along with him, hoping that a few swings would do the job. Within his heart, he was afraid — confronting a powerful god seemed foolish. He could only hope that the god of bounties would be there to help him, should he need it.

Halfway between the two totems, he ran into someone. She was from the family who’d built the god of death and known to all as an apothecary — the woman they all went to when in pain. Now she was carrying a spear, its end tipped with a black metal just like the fisherman’s axe.

Her eyes were filled with as much fear as his. The fisherman had never known her to carry a weapon before, and considering the obsidian color of the spear tip, only one explanation came to his mind: The god of death, fearing his own demise, had tasked her to kill the god of bounties. Judging by her terrified expression, she must’ve known the opposite was true for him. They were enemies, and they both knew it.

“Your god is planning wickedness,” said the fisherman. “Come with me, and let us deface him and be done with this terrible day.”

The apothecary shook her head. “No, it is your god that is planning vile deeds.”

“How can you say that? My god gives. He gives us our fish and our water. He gives us our warmth and our shelter. Your god is the one who takes. He takes our breaths and our days and invites worms to feast on our corpses.”

“Not so. Without death, there cannot be life. Your god wishes to end the cycle of death, so that no one can die. But if no one can die, then nothing can ever be born, either. The world will rot for eternity.”

“You speak nonsense!”

“I do not. I am an apothecary. How many times have I relieved the pain of the dying? But what if that pain went on forever? Do you want to live forever in suffering? If you do what your god has commanded, then that will be the fate of all things that crawl and walk.”

The fisherman knew she was speaking the truth, but he feared displeasing his own god even more. And so he could only see one path forward: Strike down the apothecary, so that he could complete the task the god of bounties had given him.

But he loved her like a sister. She was of his tribe, and therefore she was of his family. How could he do that to one of his own? And yet, how could he betray his god?

While he was tormenting himself in his own mind, the apothecary ran forward and thrust her spear at his belly. The fisherman stumbled backward, dodging the black spearpoint, which glinted like polished obsidian. He got back on his feet, and with a rush of blood, swung his axe forward at the apothecary’s head.

His black blade pierced her flesh, and it met no resistance. It slipped right through her, cutting her head in half from ear to ear.

The fisherman could not stand to look at what he’d done. This woman had tended to his father and mother on their deathbeds with such exacting, loving care. And now she had died a gruesome death at his hands. He knew his heart could not hold such remorse, and so he had to make her death worth it. He had to complete the task his god had given him.

With tears in his eyes, sobbing harder than he ever had, he clutched his bloody, black axe and walked further through the trees. The forest pressed close, its canopy dimming the light into a muted green. Branches swayed, their creaks sounding like judging sighs. He walked on, his limbs shaking with terror and sadness, until he came to the totem of the god of death.

Just like the god of bounties, it was standing on two stone legs, its head towering above the treeline. The polished cubes of its body alternated white and black. Its arms and hands were so thick, it seemed like they could swat the fisherman away with a light push. How could he defeat this terrifying stone creature?

“God of death,” the fisherman said, his voice all trembles. “By the command of the god of bounties, I have come to lay you low for your wicked intentions.”

A twig snapped in the bush behind him. It was the apothecary, and she was clutching her obsidian-tipped spear, as if he’d never cut her head in half. With her was another woman whom the fisherman knew as the tribe’s midwife. When his own son and daughter were born, this woman had been there to comfort and guide his wife on her birthing bed. Now she was holding a sword, the blade blacker than a beetle covered in fresh soil.

“I have been commanded by the god of rebirth to destroy the god of bounties,” she said. “And to kill his servant.”

But the fisherman was more focused on the apothecary, whom he feared was a ghost. “How can you still walk the earth? Are you a spirit?”

“The god of rebirth brought her back,” said the midwife. “Without life, death has no reason to exist. And without death, there can be no such thing as rebirth.”

The fisherman knew she was right. But the moment he’d swung his axe at the apothecary, he had committed himself to this course, whether right or wrong.

“I cannot stop now,” the fisherman said. “I have come too far and must see this through, for the sake of my god and the bounty he promises.”

Though outnumbered, the fisherman decided to take his chance. He swung his axe at the right leg of the god of death, breaking the stone in half with one, smooth motion.

To everyone’s astonishment, the god of death fell forward. The smooth cubes of its body crashed to the ground. Whatever spirit had animated it was now gone, and it lay at the riverside as a ruin of stone.

Death was dead.

The fisherman dropped his axe as the apothecary and midwife stared at him in horror.

“What have you done?” The apothecary covered her mouth in shock.

“You have doomed this world!” the midwife screamed. “For without death, there can be only rot!”

“Lay down your weapons,” the fisherman said. “I have only done what the god I built with my own two hands commanded of me. Let us now continue with our lives, without the god of death. Without the fear of dying.”

The apothecary and the midwife had no choice but to comply. Death was gone, and there was nothing they could do about it. But the midwife knew of the eternal rot that would follow. So she returned to her god and prayed, “O god of rebirth, we have made a terrible mistake, one that cannot be undone. Please birth our world anew so that we may not suffer endlessly.”

The god of rebirth heard her plea. She crafted another world, identical, where the god of death was still alive. But she could not end the old world — only the god of death of that world could end it, and he’d been slain. And so the old world would continue upon its course: rotting eternally, each cycle more putrid than the one that passed.

That night while they slept, the god of rebirth took the tribe that worshipped her and placed them in the new world. Because it was identical, they didn’t notice the change. Life would go on as normal for them. They would live and die. They would smile and cry. And they would never know how close they came to eternal suffering.

Except for one family, whom she left in the old world: the fisherman, his wife, and his son and daughter. They would all suffer for the fisherman’s sin, whom the god of rebirth blamed for this calamity. For it was not the god of bounties who had animated the totem and spoken to him, but rather something else: a demon, a fallen angel, a dark thing that slithered up from the God Sea. The god of rebirth wanted nothing to do with a man touched by such evil.

When the fisherman awoke to find the village empty, he believed his tribe had abandoned him in the night because of his sacrilege against the god of death. But it was no matter. The fisherman had survived the onslaught of the eastern tribes, and so he was confident he could survive being abandoned and exiled.

Though the abandonment hurt him greatly in his heart, he continued to fish each day, providing the bounty of the river to his family. But they soon discovered that they could not survive in such a desolate, ice-covered desert all alone. And so the fisherman and his family had no choice but to once again leave the land they loved and venture westward.

They followed the river. As they went along, the white water turned, shade by shade, into a far stranger color: purple. The fisherman’s son and daughter would complain of the trees watching them, with eyes dangling from the branches. His wife witnessed demons wearing the clouds as clothes and laughing. The more westward they walked, the more alive everything seemed, though it was not any warmer.

There were no dead trees in the forest, which clustered so thick, the fisherman and his family had to cling to the riverside to avoid being ensnared by vines. And then they came to the source of the river itself: a lake of thin, reddish water that strangely felt heavy when cupped in one’s hand. This lake seemed to have no end, as if it were an ocean. In their stories, the ancestors of their tribe had described such a place as the womb of the gods, and so they called this lake the God Sea.

They settled near its shore, believing their lives would be blessed. But for them, this was the beginning of the end of anything that could be described as life. What they became while living at the shore of the God Sea, in a world without death, defies description.

The daughter would watch, her heart filled with dread and despair, as her mother and father turned into many-winged and many-eyed angels, who would swim in the God Sea thirsting for the Cup of Darkness, which the Twelve drank from eons ago. She would witness her brother become a bulbous, thorny tree that lived beneath the water, feeding the creatures with its manna. Only she would remain human, whether due to a blessing or a curse, but barely so. Because she could not die, she would waste away slowly. She would rot.

One day, after her skin and flesh had rotted leaving only putrid bone, she prayed. She prayed to any god to save her from her fate. Her heart was open and her intention sincere, and so her prayer resounded through the void.

The god of rebirth heard her prayer. Ever merciful, she took pity on the girl, no longer believing she was guilty for the sin of her father. So the god of rebirth restored her flesh and skin, then spirited her away to the new world she’d created for her tribe.

Little did the god of rebirth know, the eternal rot had made a home in that girl. She would grow up and become beautiful, then grow old and gray and maybe even a little bit wise. One day, a hundred years after she’d been born, she would be in so much pain that she would wail for a quick death. But death would not come. Death was forbidden from her.

A withering husk of bones without skin and flesh, she would travel to the God Sea to look for her mother and father and brother. But they were not there. They were in the other God Sea, that of the old, rotting world. Without anyone to understand her, without anyone like her at all, she felt utterly alone in her state of eternal undeath.

She would watch her entire generation die and a thousand more after it. She would learn the futility of love, the pointlessness of laughter, and the lie of a smile. And through it all, she would yearn for only one thing: the end of everything.

For if everything ended, then surely she would, too.

It sounded utterly ridiculous, like something Soraya might recite to get my blood flowing. There was much about Korec’s tale that made little sense, especially to my grounded Latian mind. But if there was even some truth to his words, it meant Mama Mowt had lived longer than we could count.

“My grandfather told me this story,” said Korec. “And his grandfather told it to him. It has been passed down this way since the earth thawed.”

“And yet it tells us nothing,” I said. “A tribe does not journey a thousand miles because of some campfire tale.”

“Don’t you see?” Korec’s snicker was as dark as his story. “Mama Mowt is one of us.”

“She’s of your tribe, you mean.”

“My father almost had her. He grazed her with this.” The chieftain pricked the tip of his white dagger. It did not draw blood. “It weakened her, but it seems she’s had her rest and is stronger than ever now.”

“So your father tried to end her,” I said. “I imagine your grandfather tried, and his father, and so on and so on. What makes you think you’ll succeed where they failed?”

“There’s nothing wrong with failure. Most likely, I’ll fail too. But no one will say I did not try.”

I didn’t give voice to my bewilderment. Whether his story was true or not, it seemed Korec was determined. He must’ve felt he had little to lose. During my night in his camp, I’d noticed children. But Korec did not treasure his children, else he would not have come here. He was like Sheikh Rofgar, in that way. They all seemed so content to throw their remaining breaths and family in the fire, if it meant they could have a purpose. How foolish and backwards. If I had a family, I would’ve made them my purpose.

But men make their choices, and once they have regrets, it’s always too late. Whether I considered their choices wise or not, they were my allies in this fight, and now we had to stand together against Khagan Helmas and Mama Mowt. It was the only hope any of us had.

Sheikh Rofgar strummed his fingers. “The rest of us cannot fight a witch, but we can fight Helmas’ half tumen. As we speak, every crack in our wall is being filled. Every speck of spare iron is being molded into a spearhead or sword. If we can shatter the will of his riders, we’ll have won half the battle.”

True, but it was the other half we all feared. No matter how armored or strong, no man could fight abominations like the flesh wheel. It seemed Mama Mowt was intent on summoning such things. To my mind, the only way to fight sorcery was with sorcery.

Korec raised his gleaming white dagger. “This is how we win the other half of the battle.”

I gave the dagger a good stare before my eyes recoiled from its blinding brightness. “What is that thing even made of?”

“Long ago, it made the angels weep. The Ethosians call it ‘Tear of the Archangel.’ It is the bane of all things profane that walk or crawl or swim or fly. The question is, who will wield it? Who will deal the death blow to Mama Mowt?”

The wielder had to be me. I’d marked Mama Mowt — or rather, she’d marked herself with my sweat. The Stranger demanded the kill. “I will.”

“You?” Korec gave me a good squint. “What makes you so sure you can do the deed?”

“Her abomination murdered twenty of my brothers, and yet it spared me. Maybe she doesn’t want my blood.” I shrugged. “Or maybe I’m just lucky.”

“It wasn’t luck,” Sahar said. “I saw that thing whisk through you. You survived it, somehow. Maybe you’re protected. Maybe you’re a saint. Maybe that’s your miracle.”

I laughed. “I’m definitely no saint. But I am willing to wield the white blade.”

There were no other volunteers, though Korec was not yet ready to pass it to me. “I have considered doing it myself. But then I question ‘if my ancestors tried and failed, then why should I succeed?’ and I have no answer.” He stared at me, his ice-hard irises swelling. “But you have an answer, and so suddenly, too.”

“If you’d rather do it, then go ahead. You’re the one who crossed snow and sand to get here, after all.”

“But it is you who survived her abomination.” His eyes softened. “Perhaps it is a sign that you should be the one.”

He put the blade on the floor table and slid it across to me. I picked it up; it was bottom-heavy and weighed less than I could’ve guessed, as if the blade had no heft at all. I pulled out one of my daggers and stuck the tearblade in its sheath.

With Helmas’ half tumen on the approach, I needed to ensure that my men were in fighting shape. All one hundred eighty living khazis of Green Field had spent last night drinking and rutting and enjoying what may be their final days, as much as one could in a starving city choked by the haze. In the morning, I ordered everyone to meet at the barracks for drills.

I explained the likely scenarios of the battle to come and what was needed from us. We were to guard the wall and ensure not a single man from Helmas’ half tumen could climb up. Meanwhile, Korec and his tribe would fight them out in the field, retreating into the city as needed. We had the simpler job, but considering that Helmas outnumbered our combined force five to one, none of this was going to be easy.

I had no lance. I had not had the time to mourn the one I’d forsaken. I could not even plant their shrines, their bodies lost to us. We told a few stories to remember them and recited some holy words to send their souls onward.

After, I walked with Omeida upon the ramparts above the Gate of Saint Mahreen, the pounding of hammers resounding amid all the repair works.

“Remember the day we got here?” he said as we enjoyed some small talk. “We all stunk of the deep desert. Zafar made us stand right here and look out at the city. ‘This could be ours,’ were his words. Instead of roaming the sands, fighting pointless battles for one khagan or another, we could finally fight for something worthwhile. A home.”

I enjoyed the warmth of that memory. Standing in Zafar’s shadow was always a comfort. You knew whatever the burden, he could carry it.

“He wasn’t wrong.”

Omeida nodded. “I like this place, Rais Razi. I would like to help it survive what is coming. And I would like my son to be with me.”

Not this again. “You don’t have a son, Qa’id.”

“He’s out there, Rais. I can feel him.”

“You’re lying to yourself.” I fingered the gem inlaid within the green ring. I wondered how Zafar must've handled Omeida’s delusion. With more patience and wisdom than I possessed, no doubt.

Omeida smiled. “I can see his face more clearly than yours. His mother came from the Vogras. Barefoot did she walk down that mountain, with him held tight at her breast.”

“You ever been to the Vogras, Qa’id?”

“Never.”

“Then how could you have a son from there? How could you know what he looks like? Memories fade, faces are forgotten, but fantasies are ever replenished each night when we dream.”

His smile couldn’t mask his sadness. “I don't know. But he's real. You're the only one I can tell this to, Rais, now that Zafar is in Barzakh. He would ask me about his hair color, his eyes, how his laugh sounded. And I would⁠—”

“You would invent all those things.” There was no cure for the dim shape. The only treatment was the truth. “I'm sorry, my friend, but try as I might, I am not Zafar. I cannot be a father to you all, merely a brother.” I put my hands on his shoulders, the way Zafar would sometimes do to me. “I need you, Qa’id. I need you here, not in some make-believe land with some make-believe son. I need you to lead Green Field in the battle to come, because I have another job to do. The men will question why their Rais is not there to lead them. They’ll lose heart, so you must inspire them in my place.”

“What other job?”

I showed him the tearblade on my belt. “This is no normal dagger. They say it can slay angels. Thank Lat, it’s not an angel I’ll be confronting, just a witch.”

Understanding dawned in Omeida’s eyes. “Lat make it easy.”

“Your prayers are always appreciated. I’m certainly going to need every single one.”
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“She wants to see you.” I woke up to someone shouting those words into my ear. It was just a dream, but the fear that washed over me was real. And that fear pointed somewhere: the middle of the desert to the east of Homara. The direction from which Helmas was coming.

Hours later, the khagan’s riders galloped within sight of our sentries on the wall. Like last time, they brought with them a fog that obscured their numbers, though the quaking from the hoofbeats told us what we feared. This was no half tumen, but a full one. Only one thing swells a host that quickly: victories, one after another, and the aura of invincibility that comes with being undefeated and undeterred.

He had ten thousand warriors; we had twelve hundred. He had a sorceress; we had a wall. If this were a game of knucklebones, I’d bet on him winning.

As I stood near the Gate of Saint Jamshed and admired the artistry of its patterned archway, a young woman walked through the fog toward me.

“How are you going to find her?” Sahar asked.

Last night, Korec had explained how his father had found Mama Mowt: “She’ll be with her children. Helmas’ children.”

“You mean to say Helmas has taken her as his wife?” I’d replied.

“Indeed. That is how she curses a land — by marrying its ruler. She is a temptress, Rais Razi.”

I’d seen Helmas’ children in his camp on the night Zafar died, so that was where I had to go.

“You let me worry about that,” I said to Sahar. “Shouldn’t you be at home?”

“It’s boring there.” She picked at the bandage covering her nose.

“I’d take boring over this.”

“That’s because you’re boring, too.”

I laughed. “You know, the healers might have need of you. Can you sew?”

“Uh, of course. Suppose I’ll check with them.”

“Just make sure you know the difference between a man who can be saved and a man for whom death is certain.”

“Obviously.”

I pointed to her belly and drew a line up to her neck. “A man bleeding deep from there isn’t worth your time. Let him die or give him something for the pain.”

“I know that already.”

“Anyway, the healers can tell you better.”

“I hope so. And… I hope you succeed. I’d rather sleep in one of those graves you like to dig than have this go on much longer.”

A sad thing to hear. “There’s enough despair going around to drown in. You should find a way to survive, no matter what happens here.”

“And go where?”

“Go to Zelthuriya. It has mountains and Efreet to protect it. Mayhap you’ll live long enough to see the stars, yet again.”

Sahar stiffened. “This is my home. My permanent home. I’m tired of running from one place to another. I’d rather my shrine be planted right here.”

People can be so stubborn when it comes to their homes. I’d changed my home more times than I could count. I was content to survive, no matter what ruin I was forced to call home for the time.

A horn blew, somewhere so distant it could’ve been another world. But I knew it was just Khagan Helmas preparing his tumen for battle. I could imagine them gorging on venison with so much bloodlust in their eyes. I could hear their horses snorting, as eager to charge and trample as the beasts on their backs. And I could see Khagan Helmas himself, sitting high upon his pale mare and smirking, assured that his throne would be built upon our bones.

But amid it all, she stood, a shadow behind the curtain, an outline in the fog.

I gripped the hilt of the tearblade.

The scurrying of the gatekeepers broke me from my thoughts. They removed the wooden beam that secured the gate, then pulled it wide open. Korec’s riders were already trotting through the thoroughfare on their bone-covered steeds. They each held cups in their hands formed from hazy crystals, some lumpy, others polished. They touched these cups to their foreheads and prayed in guttural tones. Never before had I beheld such a ritual. What gods drank from those cups? Perhaps they’d witnessed the births of their gods at the shore of the God Sea; perhaps those cups were formed from the bodies of their gods. I could only wonder.

With their prayers complete, Korec’s riders streamed out of the gate and onto the scrub, which would without doubt be watered with their blood and the blood of our enemies by day’s end.

“Lat protect you, Razi,” Sahar said as I stepped toward the open gate.

“Pray for a miracle,” was my only reply.

I clung to where the fog was thickest, hoping to slip through Helmas’ lines and reach his camp.

Each time I heard mares gallop by, their riders ululating, I hid behind dunes or against the sides of boulders. Then I came upon a man who was pissing in the sand. He wore the roughspun felt of Helmas’ tumen, with chain and plate layered beneath. It felt good to slide my sword through his neck. I wanted to lick his blood off my blade, but I stopped myself.

An enemy rider heard his death scream and charged at me upon his snorting mare. I slid, cut the horse’s right leg, and watched as it reared up and tossed its rider off. As he tried to get up, I stabbed him and savored the spray of his blood.

Though I was enjoying my kills, I doubted I’d be so lucky with my next encounter, so I slipped into the shadows as more riders came this way, looking for the phantom behind their lines.

I pressed onward, the sounds of battle growing fainter behind me as I ventured deeper into enemy territory. The fog continued to be my ally, distorting my movements and muffling my footsteps. Each shadow was a hiding spot, each boulder a refuge. I pictured Mama Mowt at the heart of the enemy camp. A cold certainty stirred in my gut — that this was what had to happen; I was merely being pulled toward her.

I navigated a winding path that led me farther from the battle. The smell of horse dung grew stronger, hinting I was near their main encampment. I flattened myself against a rock face as a group of riders passed within an arm's length, their heavy, felt cloaks brushing the air near me.

Miles later, I avoided the line of palm trees that grew near one of the Wahi Canal’s many tributaries. Helmas’ tumen would doubtlessly be gorging on the waters and picking its trees clean of dates and figs.

Finally, I reached his camp, which was perched upon a steep hill that overlooked miles of battlefield — though the fog made watching the battle from here impossible.

I rested to catch my breath, then entered amid lines and columns of yurts, each patterned with Seluqal symbols: the splendid Simurgh, the holy Eight-Pointed Star, and the haughty Throne Above the World.

Laughter sounded — familiar and grating. I dashed behind a stall of some sort, then peeked at the spot where a fire was going at the center of many big, bright yurts. Khagan Helmas was sitting on a stool, his children around him, each held by women of varied hair and skin colors — his concubines.

The laughter of his children replaced my fear. It was so innocent. It reminded me of something long forgotten.

A shout rang a few paces behind me. I turned as a red-faced giant of a man slammed me, elbow impacting my chin. I crashed onto my back; my skull felt like it had shifted within my face, so powerful was that blow. As I tried to get up, a boot came down upon my forehead.

Someone splashed kumis on my aching face. I blinked my sore eyes until they opened. Cloth walls and armored warriors surrounded me, many covered in war paint and soot. Helmas was among them. I couldn’t move my hands and feet.

I’d been tied to the yurt’s center post. I wondered why I was still in the world of the living and not in Barzakh.

“Ah, the great Rais awakens,” Helmas said. Each word echoed, ringing my skull. “Thought you could creep in and stab me dead, did you?”

My throat was drier than a desert bone. I had to cough and spit and sip the kumis dripping from my nose to speak.

“Not… you,” I coughed kumis, “I came for Mama Mowt.”

“And who, pray tell, is Mama Mowt?”

I hadn’t noticed her among Helmas’ wives. “Sorceress.” I coughed some more, milk spewing out of my nostrils.

“So you believe that nonsense, that I am in league with a sorceress. I win because of my own strength, not anyone else’s, and not that of some witch.”

“Then you didn’t butcher the pilgrimage caravan? You deny it?”

“I deny it totally. Utterly.”

I couldn’t trust him. Sudis had already admitted that Helmas wanted to kill off Green Field, conquer Homara, and make it his Seat. I was a dead man, and lying to a dead man has no consequence.

But neither does telling the truth.

“Why haven’t you killed me?” I asked.

He hovered his face near mine. Such hard lines and so much stinking kohl. His beard resembled a desert shrub. “Because I fed you. And I never held any ill will toward your order, just as I hold no ill will toward the flies buzzing around my horse's tail.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. It hurt my throat. “You killed our Rais, a man whom you also fed.”

“I…” Helmas’ expression darkened like a moonless night. “I don’t like to admit my mistakes, but I wasn’t aiming for him. I detested the sight of him choking on blood in your arms.”

“I saw the way your arrow moved. Sorcery directed it to Zafar’s neck.”

“Not my sorcery and not in service to me.”

It certainly had served him. It made the Shura recoil in fear at his name.

“Sudis said you wanted to destroy the Order of the Green Field. Said you wanted to make Homara your Seat. Said⁠—”

“He lied. You can’t trust anything those silk-covered swine say. They gained their positions by puppeteering gullible fools like you. If I wanted you dead, I could gut you now and be done with it. But here you are, breathing.”

It sounded so strange. So unlike a mighty khagan. “Why?”

“I want you to help me clear my name. I am a true Latian. I did not murder those pilgrims. I am not in bed with a sorceress. I am a man who walks the straight path, who clings to virtue even during dark times.”

If he really believed that about himself, he was delusional. But I wasn’t interested in his virtues and sins. I was interested in his relationship with Mama Mowt.

I struggled to clear my throat, so instead spat to the side. My ears continued to ring and my forehead throbbed where that boot had come down. “When you came to our walls, you had one-tenth of a tumen. Now you’ve a full one. How is that possible without sorcery?”

Hoofbeats and shouting, outside. Helmas let it pass before answering, “Because I do not suffer injustice and cruelty. I crush the skulls of Lat’s enemies beneath the hooves of my mares. I win, but with faith, arrows, and iron, not incantations and bloodwriting.”

Such a vague answer. He wasn’t willing to reveal his secrets to me.

“Then whose prayers is Mama Mowt answering, if not yours?”

“Maybe the one who lied to you. Don’t you find it strange, all this anger directed toward me, when I’ve done nothing at all?”

“You’re saying… Sheikh Sudis? But he’s in a dungeon beneath the Bargah.”

“Are you certain he’s still there? Maybe you should go and check.”

If Sudis was the one in league with Mama Mowt, then everyone in the city, every man of Green Field, was in danger.

I gave Khagan Helmas a deep, thorough look, trying to glean by whatever insight I could muster whether he had just spilled a pail of goatshit onto me or was telling the truth. All in all, he may have been self-deluded, but he did not seem like a liar.

“Rofgar blames you for it,” I said.

“Rofgar has gone simple in his old age. Mayhap Sudis tricked him, too.”

“But Sudis supported you.”

Helmas sighed, long and hard, with disappointment. He picked at the scar that cut his left eyebrow in half. It looked old. Perhaps he’d fallen on his face as a child. “Tell me, how did a fluffy little sheep like you become Rais?” A gruff snicker, then he took a parchment from one of his retainers. “Can you read?”

I nodded. He held up the parchment to my face.

It had Sudis’ stamp and was addressed to Khagan Jarudi. I read it, skimming the titles and pompous greetings and getting to the meat.

Regarding our shared problem, I have enclosed herein details that will be of interest to you, including the locations of his camps, the names of his wives and their ancestries, the names of his children, the names of his chief riders and their ancestries, the tactics he is said to make use of…

“This is about you,” I said.

“You’re fast with your letters.” Helmas smiled. “So you see, Sudis never supported me. They play games, these Seven of the Shura that you serve with your life. I’m sure you can imagine how betrayed I felt when Khagan Jarudi handed me this letter.”

I recalled what I knew: Jarudi’s lands were far to the east, beyond Holy Zelthuriya. He had at least four tumens to his name and was one of the top contenders for Padishah in all of Alanya.

“You two are allies?”

“There are no allies among us Temurs. But I did marry his cousin, so he’ll probably give me a good, quick death at some point. Or I’ll give him one. Either way, his cousin was mentioned by name in Sudis’ letter, and he’d messed up her ancestry chain, too. That mistake upset him so much that Jarudi decided to reveal the whole thing to me.”

The khagans had their own complicated relationships, much like the members of the Shura. Mazes within mazes, and I needed to find the straight way through.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll show everyone this letter, exposing Sudis. We’ll find out what he’s really been up to.”

“And you’ll tell them I’m not in bed with a sorcerer.”

“Sorcerer or not, you’re still attacking the city. You’re still a…”

“A what?”

My life was in this man’s hands. Did I really want to say it?

“Tell me, Rais.” He crossed his arms. “What is it you think of me?”

I looked right into his dark, deep-set eyes. “You are a plague. One that took from us, already, and will no doubt take again.”

“You’re referring to the slaves?” Helmas’ chuckle was as prickly as his beard. “They’re doing perfectly fine. The women, we honored with concubinage. The men, some we sold, others enjoy the privilege of being our manservants. I assure you, their lives are no worse. Rather, they’ve been uplifted.”

I didn’t believe his drivel but wasn’t going to argue. “And what about Homara? Are you going to crush us beneath the hooves of your mares?”

“Lat forbid it. I am not like my brothers and uncles. I despise the thought of laying low that which is more ancient than me, than my father, than Baba Seluq himself. I’ll do the magnanimous thing and pull my tumen off the battlefield. Homara can continue making its usual payments to the one true Padishah, and all will be well.”

“If they believe you. That you’re not their worst enemy. That you’re no liar.”

“Do you?”

I told him what he wanted to hear. “You sound sincere to me. But men are not quick to change their judgments.”

“That’s why you must find the true culprit. Find this sorceress and her supporters and execute them all. I’ll not have my reputation sullied any further.”

What reputation was he speaking of? Everyone within a hundred miles feared Khagan Helmas because he was a brutal man. Massacres, rapes, plunders — he was not above any of it. His pretense for decency was thinner than froth.

Regardless, testing his sense of right and wrong was not in my interest. Living for another day was. So I nodded and said, “I’ll do what I can.”

That seemed to please him enough. He returned my daggers to me, even the bloodied one and the white one, and set me free.

Did I believe Khagan Helmas was innocent? Whether or not he consorted with a sorceress, the man was a brute and a schemer who wanted to use me. On the other hand, I was relieved to get out of his yurt alive. Relieved to be back behind Homara’s prayer-inscribed walls, safe from the terrors of the desert like him and his tumen.

But he’d sown doubts in me, and now my anger at being lied to burned. I needed to know what was going on behind this veil of lies.

Meanwhile, the battle ended for the day in a stalemate. Khagan Helmas had only attacked Korec’s force with swift, lightly-armored riders, as if to test his foe’s agility and strength. Then he retreated to his camp, allowing Korec and his tribe to return to Homara only slightly worse for wear.

I made my way to the Bargah and down into its dungeon, eager to get answers from Sheikh Sudis. When I arrived at the iron bars where I’d put him, I cursed at the sight of an empty cell.

“When did he get out?” I asked Sheikh Rofgar.

“Sometime during the battle.” His eyes were watery from sleeplessness. “Sudis has many friends in the city. Too many. His accomplice could have been anyone out of thousands.”

“We need to find him.” I gave Rofgar the letter Sudis had sent to Khagan Jarudi. “It seems he had some sort of hidden motive.”

Rofgar glanced at it. “That snake.” A disgusted half-smile formed on his old, pockmarked face. “He hedged.”

My assumption was that Sheikh Sudis had feigned allegiance to Helmas because he wanted him close by, so that he could use him as cover for his own misdeeds. If so, it had worked.

“I need to ask you something important. Why did you insist that Helmas was responsible for your daughter’s death?”

“Because Helmas never ceased sending us threatening letters. Besides, he lords over the scrub between here and Zelthuriya, where Ruqaya and the other pilgrims were taken. All the evidence pointed to him.”

“Could you have rushed to judgment?”

“I don’t think I rushed. Actually, it was Sudis who…” Rofgar’s cracked amber irises grew large.

“What did Sudis do?”

“It… it was during a Shura meeting, several moons ago. Sheikha Nerma… she mentioned she’d heard something from a merchant at the silk bazaar.” Rofgar began pacing. “This merchant, he’d recently passed through Holy Zelthuriya, where he’d attended a Prayerday sermon by the Disciples of Chisti.”

The mention of that order tugged at my curiosity. The Disciples of Chisti were highly respected as the true vanguards of Saint Chisti’s teachings. Within their ranks were sorcerers who specialized in countering other sorcerers, including bloodwriters who swore to use the arcane only for the good of all.

“Go on.”

“The sermon was a warning. They called on all the congregants to be wary of certain forms of sorcery, like bloodwriting. That the Path of the Children, who cherish bloodwriting, might use this long war as an opportunity to revive their vile sect and destroy the Path of the Saints.”

“All sorts of things are said in Prayerday sermons. What’s so worrying about that?”

“Because I asked my daughter Ruqaya to request that a Disciple of Chisti come here, to Homara, to help us ward against sorcery. And the only person I told this to was Sheikh Sudis.”

I couldn’t put this tapestry together. What was Rofgar implying? “I’m sorry, sheikh. I’m tired after a long day. My mind is slow.”

“Oh, it’s not slow. You’re just missing the most important piece of the puzzle. There was a Disciple of Chisti in the caravan. And aside from myself, only Sudis knew.”

“Do you mean to say Sudis felt threatened?”

“I don’t know.” Rofgar shook his shoulders in what could only be described as a dramatic shudder. “I need time to think. Helmas still makes more sense to me. But maybe… I don’t know.”

I couldn’t blame an old man for being lost in this maze.

“We’ve all been up for days. Get some rest, sheikh. In the meantime, we’ll find Sudis.”

I assembled the Qa’ids in the barracks’ courtyard and ordered them to find Sheikh Sudis, granting them permission to enter any home and search even the private chambers of the womenfolk. Each lance would search a section of the city. He would have no place to hide within these walls.

As sunset painted ruddy colors across the sky, I took a black coin and placed it in the broken palanquin on the Street of Song.

Then I joined the men in what had, so far, been a fruitless search for Sheikh Sudis. We even checked under the bazaar stalls and in the latrine pits. With my feet aching, I returned to the barracks to check beneath my pillow.

The black coin was difficult to see in the dark, but when held against the choked light of the moon, it glinted faintly. I made my way back to the broken palanquin on the Street of Song.

“This is the first time you have summoned me,” the night maiden said from beneath a pile of shadows. “I can only guess that you must be desperate.”

“You said you’re ‘the watcher when no one else is watching.’ Tell me, then, where is Sheikh Sudis hiding? Is he the one who has allied himself with Mama Mowt, or is it Helmas? Tell me, so that I may bring an end to so much suffering.”

A long silence followed, broken only by the rattle of the wind on wood.

“Tell me,” I repeated. “Tell me what I need to know.”

“You cannot see a black ant crawling across a black rock in the middle of the night.”

“What in Lat’s name does that mean?”

“Evil is so often a secret, hidden within locked hearts. I truly don’t know who consorts with Mama Mowt.”

She seemed to know everything. Was she feigning ignorance? But why would she?

“Shouldn’t you find out?” I asked. “There is no greater threat.”

“Our salvation does not depend on what Mama Mowt does, but rather on what we do. When the city is filled with more good deeds than sins, only then will Lat help us.”

“But someone is supplicating to Mama Mowt instead of Lat. Is apostasy not the most serious of all sins?”

“That it may be, but we cannot know what a heart does, only what a hand does. And in that regard, why haven’t you killed Soraya yet?”

“Surely you jest?” I couldn’t help but laugh. “Soraya takes one soul each moon. The sorceress plaguing us has already murdered hundreds this moon alone.”

“Is life and death arithmetic to you?”

“Mama Mowt is evil incarnate! Soraya is just… she must be misguided, or in pain. She has a good heart. She…” Speaking of her that way, I suddenly became sad. Carrying so many emotions, my tired body grew heavy and my sleepless mind weary.

“Remember, we are trying to make this city a righteous place,” the night maiden said.

“Then find out the truth of this matter!”

“Learning the truth will not do that. Just the opposite. It is better for you not to know.”

“Why?”

“Because the truth will haunt you.”

How could she say something so incredibly ridiculous? Was she insincere? Was I the only one truly trying to help Homara? Helmas was concerned with his reputation, Sudis with his position, Rofgar with serving his grief, and the night maiden with who-knows-what. Meanwhile, I was the Rais of Green Field, contracted to serve. And I would not let Zafar down by watching more of his sons die, by watching the city we were tasked with protecting fall to sorcery.

“If you don’t help me find out, I’ll—” I could not finish the threat because I did not know anything about the night maiden. About what she feared. The Stranger had ideas, though. The night maiden wouldn’t like it if I gave into my worst desires and went on a killing spree, just to spite her. I could slay ten, maybe twenty beggars on some dirty street and no one would care except for her. Pull out and lick their livers, then leave them in a pile for rats. She wouldn’t like it, but I wouldn’t like myself, either. Zafar had taught me better. The straight path would save me. It was the only thing that could save me.

“Go home and sleep, Razi. In the morning, when you resume your search, bring the girl with you.”

“Girl?”

“Rofgar’s daughter.”

“Is that some sort of hint? Do you pity my ignorance?” I halted my tongue and swallowed my bitterness. “Why her?”

There was no answer. When I peeked through the grated window of the broken palanquin, I saw nothing, not even a shadow within a shadow.

Just a dismal emptiness.
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In the morning, we dug graves for an hour. Korec had lost thirteen warriors in the battle with Helmas, who’d left to fight another foe. Of course, Korec insisted on burning the bodies of the dead and making armor of their bones, to the dismay of the city folk. Meanwhile, we filled the graves with the corpses of the thirty or so who’d starved, been stabbed, or perished from sickness last night.

After confirming that Sheikh Rofgar was busy at the Bargah, I went to his estate. To avoid the gate guard, I climbed up the surrounding wall and slipped inside the limestone villa through the back door. The place stunk of chamomile and mint. A woman was crying in another room, though the thick walls muffled the sound. I ignored it and snuck through the hallway.

Sahar dropped her cup when she encountered me. “What in Lat’s name are you doing in my house?”

The shattering cup drew the attention of a servant, so I pressed flat behind a nearby door.

“I’ll-I’ll clean it up,” Sahar said to the servant, who then left us alone.

“I don’t have time to explain,” I whispered. “I need you to help me find Sheikh Sudis.”

“Me?”

“You.”

“Uh, all right. Let me find something humble to wear.”

Once we were outside, on a quiet street, she pressed me for more answers.

But I wasn’t going to tell her about the night maiden — that was a secret I’d only ever shared with Zafar. The fact that I found black coins under my pillow. That I’d meet a woman I’d never seen, who would then ask me to kill specific people, and who’d now hinted that Sahar could help me find Sudis, was not something that even could be explained.

“Like I said, I don’t have time to explain. Is there any place you think he could be hiding?”

“I don’t know. I have no idea. He could be anywhere.”

“Where do you think he is?”

She twirled a strand of her dark hair and thought about it. “Well, if I was trying to hide, there are a few places I would consider.”

“Take me to these places.”

“What are you going to do to him, if you find him? Are you going to hurt him?”

I could glean from her tone that Sudis was someone she cared about. Perhaps he was like an uncle to her. Perhaps Rofgar and Sudis had been friends before this mess began.

“Whatever happens to Sheikh Sudis is up to your father. As I’m sure you’re aware, I work for him now.”

“Baba was saying Uncle Sudis might be married in secret to Mama Mowt.”

“What do you think?”

“I…”

I was unsure, too. Either way, we had to find Sudis and question him.

Sahar first led me to a series of abandoned hovels on a street I never knew existed, squeezed between several tenements that blocked it from view. Aside from animal bones, there was no sign of anything. So we moved on to a rundown domed cube that stood amid a wilted garden.

“This palace once belonged to a Saint King,” she explained as we entered through the door, which had been shattered in half, the splinters jutting like spikes. “He’d stay here whenever he visited Homara.”

A painting of a fig surrounded by light shone above the door. I recalled, from a lesson I barely remembered, that it was the sigil of the Saint Kings. The Fig of Knowledge symbolized the gift Saint Chisti had given to his students, who then went on to become saints and kings, both. It contrasted greatly with the many pompous Seluqal sigils: simurghs, thrones, stars.

“I thought the Saint Kings didn’t build palaces,” I said. “That they owned one pair of shoes and only ate dates and hard bread — that sort of thing.”

“That’s all true, but no matter how humble you are, you still need a palace to host big banquets and such. A ruler must be a good host, don’t you think? The Bargah is huge, after all.”

“I wouldn’t know the first thing about being a king, let alone a saint and a king.”

“I suppose I’ve a few crumbs to share on the topic. My father never shuts up about his favorite memory. The day he met Saint King Nasar.”

“Yes, even I’ve heard this story.”

“Truly?” Sahar chuckled in her good-natured way. “Actually, I’m not surprised. He always asks me, ‘Have I ever told you about the time I met Saint King Nasar?’ and even though I’ve heard the story a thousand times and one, I always say, ‘No, tell me, Baba.’ It makes him smile.”

I wondered what that was like. To love and be loved that much. Maybe I’d had something similar with Zafar, but he’d never cared to share his past with me. Besides, all I’d done was disappoint him. “We better get on with it.”

We searched the place, finding only feces and rubble.

Our next destination, which was across the city near the broken walls of the Gate of Aha, proved as fruitless. After scouring the hidden interiors within the wall, which were as desolate as a crypt, Sahar and I stopped at a well to drink.

“Think,” I said. “Is there anywhere else he could be?”

“Ugh, I don’t know.”

“You know. You just don’t realize that you know.”

“You’re making less sense than a drunk dervish.”

I shrugged.

“I still don’t understand why you insist on asking me.” She squinted. “You’re hiding something.”

“I’m hiding a great many things. That’s just how my life is. But I wouldn’t have snuck into the house of my paymaster and whisked away his daughter without good reason.”

She took a chug from her waterskin. “Or maybe…” She stared at me as if she were burrowing into my soul. “Maybe this is all a distraction. Maybe you’re the one married to Mama Mowt.”

I laughed. “You’ve solved the maze.”

“Have I?” She put her hands on her hips. “So what’s my prize?”

“I have to kill you, obviously.”

“But then I’ll never see the stars again.”

For some reason, hearing her mention the stars made me hopeful. The more I thought about her story, the more I realized that it could be true. If witches were real, then so were saints. If flesh wheels could be conjured, then so could miracles. Seeing the stars had given her hope, and in a strange way, it allowed me to hope that she could, one day, see them again.

Sahar’s smile melted into something sadder. “It’s not even a happy memory, that journey. You don’t even know why we had to flee Dorud to come here.”

I could guess. “Was it attacked?”

“By Khagan Gergas. His brother built a pyramid of skulls over the ruins of Dar Zura. He promised to build a larger one. We couldn’t make it onto one of the ships in the harbor, so had no choice but to flee into the desert.” She swallowed something bitter. “Raiders attacked us night and day. Can you guess who commanded them?”

“You don’t mean… Helmas?”

She nodded. “He was around my current age, at the time, but filled with so much cruelty.” The hatred Rofgar held for Helmas had been burning far longer than I’d imagined. “There were about thirty of us when the journey began, and eleven when it ended. But at least I got to see the stars.” Sahar took out a tiny perfume bottle from her robe and held it in the palm of her hand. “Baba insisted we weren’t going to flee, this time. ‘We are the soil of Homara.’ So he gave me this.”

“Hemlock.” I recognized the yellowish tint of the liquid. “I suppose it’s not the worst way to go.”

“Baba said it wouldn’t be so painful. But I think he was lying. It will hurt, won’t it?”

“I’ve tasted it on my skin.” I showed her the cut across the back of my forearm, where a wily warrior of some Waste tribe had sliced me with a poisoned blade. “It certainly wasn’t pleasant. A little more and I probably wouldn’t be here.”

“Baba said even a tiny drop will kill.”

“It’s true.” The memories of me shitting water and not sleeping for a week were the worst kind of blur. “I suppose I’m just made of strong stuff.”

“I don’t want to drink it. I don’t want to run away from life, a coward. At least you men get to die in battle. You don’t have to watch your women be raped after you lose. Tell me, do you think that’s fair?”

She was asking such difficult questions. But behind her words, I could sense how unsafe she felt. “You could keep a dagger on you. I could teach you a few moves.”

“Baba already tried. After what happened to Dorud, he wanted us all to have some way to fight back. But I was never very good at it. My limbs are bony and I’m not strong. Maybe if we had more meat to eat… but there are no birds in the sky or deer anymore. And if we eat all the camels and horses, we won’t have anything to ride.”

I brought to mind that one succulent bite of venison I’d enjoyed at Helmas’ camp, the night Zafar died. I’d heard there were oases where deer still thrived, in the deep desert southeast of the ruins of Qandbajar. I’d even heard there were birds on the islands in the sea, and you would wake up each morning to their songs.

“Baba wasn’t himself for a long time after Dorud. Mama and his other wife died on the way over. He even doubted Lat. I think he tried reading the Ethosian book — I forget what it’s called — Angel-something.”

“Angelsong.”

“Yeah, that’s the one. I saw it in his library. And other strange books.”

“I met a woman who said she changed her faith the way we change our clothes.” It hadn’t even been that long since my encounter with Paila and her jinn-possessed parents.

“I don’t think Baba went that far.” From the way she chuckled, she must’ve enjoyed the morbidness of it. “I think he was just… looking for something solid to stand on. That’s why I have to rise — to become more than I am. He wasn’t lucky enough to have a son — not yet, at least. And with Ruqaya gone, I’m all that’s left. I have to be strong — for him — and yet I feel anything but.”

I could understand wanting to protect your own father, yet barely feeling protected yourself. As a child, moving from place to place, I never felt safe. It was as if there was no solid ground beneath my feet. At any time, I could slip and fall and the earth would swallow me.

I wanted to reassure Sahar that everything would be all right, but I just didn’t feel that way. There was no safety. Running toward whatever you think is safe is, more often than not, running toward another variety of danger. The only way to live is to accept that you could be injured, suffer a loss, or die at any moment. Embrace pain, danger, and death — better yet, learn to walk and even laugh with them. It had worked for me.

But I couldn’t teach it to her — if she lived long, she’d learn it for herself. She was about to get a very important lesson when a fish fell out of the sky and landed on her head.

The girl screamed and tossed the fish off, its slime sticking to her hair.

A beggar near her feet noticed the fish. He opened his mouth, saliva thick on his lips. When he went to grab it, another one landed beside it, this one larger, with three sharp-edged fins and red-as-blood scales.

I gazed at the cloud above, which encompassed the whole city. Fish were falling out of it.

“Is it… raining fish?” Sahar said. “Am I dreaming?”

It didn’t feel like a dream. But then why was it raining fish? Everyone was rushing out of their hovels and onto the streets. Some were horrified, others exuberant.

“It’s a miracle from Lat!” someone called.

“The saints have heard our prayers!”

“Praise Lat!”

“Rejoice!”

The beggar near us had already devoured half the fish in his hands, his lips covered in slime. I took Sahar’s arm and pulled her toward the shade of a nearby awning, so no more fish would land upon us. The crowd was crawling about, trying to grab as many fish as they could. Some even had sacks on their backs to toss the fish in. As the rain of fish intensified, the crowd grew more eager.

And it was not just fish. Strange tentacled creatures, corals, eels, and fleshy things shaped like stars — all sorts of strangeness was falling out of a very normal looking cloud. Worse than even that, many of the fish and other creatures had too many eyes, tentacles, and scales, as if whoever or whatever had birthed them had made mistakes.

“Could this be the miracle of a saint?” Sahar asked. “Perhaps this is what they meant by ‘faith fills their bellies?’”

“No. Don’t you feel that?”

“Feel what?”

“It’s like… a pit in my belly. This isn’t a miracle. Rather the opposite.”

“Then that means…” Sahar glanced at all the hungry mouths covered in fish flesh. “They’re eating… What will happen?”

I inhaled deeply and shouted, “Everyone stop! Stop eating the fish!”

A dust-faced, skeletal man a few paces away had picked up an eel and was about to bite into it. I charged forward and knocked it out of his hand. Then I slapped a golden fish out of the mouth of a child. Sahar went around, trying to do the same.

But it was futile. There were enough fish falling out of the sky to drown in. And for empty bellies, each twisting and aching, resisting these miracle fish must’ve been impossible.

The consequences would manifest, soon enough. A reed-limbed man on the street corner bent down and retched. Purplish tar oozed out of his mouth, as if his belly had been filled with it instead of fish flesh. A tiny, shivering child who looked stunted from starvation spewed tar onto his mother’s leg; she coughed tar, some streaming out of her nose. Eyes all around us bulged in agony as tar flowed out of so many mouths, noses, and even ears. They howled as if their skins were burning.

Sahar prayed, her hands raised, though I couldn’t hear any of her words.

The howls only quieted when breaths slowed as bodies hardened and skins turned into scales. Those who ate of the fish wheezed from suffocation until finally their hearts stilled. I’d seen men suffer from each of the four great plagues, and yet, this shocked me all the same.

In the span of minutes, most of Homara’s destitute, hungry folk had become scale-covered corpses, floating amid pools of purplish tar that smelled of rot and suffocation. These tar pools all joined together, flooding the streets and rising to our shins, forcing us to step through the rotted insides of thousands.

Sahar and I had watched it unfold from the shade of our awning, too terrified to move until death had stilled everything around us.

“We have to get safe,” I said. “No telling what comes next.”

She nodded, her head swaying as if she were about to faint. “This can’t be anything but a nightmare.”

“Oh it’s a nightmare — the kind that happens when awake.” I grabbed her arm. Together we waded through the muck.

I managed to get us to the Bargah, which was thankfully surrounded by a wall and so spared the tar flood.

Old Rofgar was at the gate. He gave Sahar a nod, his expression plain. “My only living child…”

“Baba,” Sahar called.

“Get inside. You can continue your task — whatever it may be — later. Your safety is more important.”

Even considering the circumstances, Sahar managed the faintest smile at her father’s subtle concern for her. As for myself, I prayed no one from Green Field had eaten the fish. Surely, the Qa’ids would have forbidden it. Rofgar had paid us before the battle, so none of us should’ve been hungry today.

When I arrived at the barracks, I learned from Omeida and Barzan that there were a few who did eat the fish. Only three. Though they were my brothers, I had to conclude that they’d earned their deaths by being so foolish.

The tar had flooded the street around the barracks and had even leaked into our courtyard. It was getting thicker, too, and the fish and other creatures that had fallen from the sky were floating in it along with the cursed dead — as unappetizing a soup as one could imagine.

So I formed up Green Field and marched us to the Bargah, which seemed a far safer place to stay — for now. Korec had thought the same. His strange motley of one thousand were already camped outside the Bargah’s central dome, which made it a tight fit. But better to be in a crowd than in some bizarre muck.

I met Rofgar, Sahar, and Korec in the Bargah’s meeting room.

“We have all just witnessed untold suffering,” Rofgar said. The aged, orange-bearded man sat on a divan while the rest of us remained on the floor around a low table. “And we are no closer to saving ourselves.”

Korec drank what smelled like sour kumis out of a horn. He seemed undisturbed. None of this had surprised him. “Mama Mowt infests this land. This is but a mild curse. Far worse will follow.”

“Why?” I asked. “What does she want?”

Korec set his horn down and wiped the milk from his beard. “She is worshipping.”

I wanted to ask what she was worshipping, but Rofgar spoke first, “Suffering her any longer is too perilous. Already, thousands are dead. They might have been the lowest of us, but were the Saint Kings still our sovereigns, they would have prized their lives as much as those of any wealthy man. We must find Sheikh Sudis. If our suspicions are true, then only he knows where Mama Mowt hides herself.”

“But why would he want this, Baba?” Sahar sat up and spoke loudly. “Why would Uncle Sudis bring these terrors upon us?”

Rofgar took something out of his pocket. The sapphire upon it glinted from the light of the candles in the corner niches. “I found this in his office.”

I recognized it, of course. It was Sheikh Talha’s ring.

“It’s Uncle Talha’s.” Sahar gasped. “The ring you gave him on the day of my wedding.”

Sahar had a husband? Why hadn’t I met him yet?

Rofgar grumbled. “We haven’t seen him in — how many days has it been? A long time for a man to disappear, no word to his children and wives about where he went. I’m sorry to say, but I believe Sheikh Talha is dead, and it must’ve been Sudis who ordered it.”

Sudis had accused Rofgar of that exact crime in front of the entire Shura. As the one who actually did the deed, I wanted to laugh.

Korec grunted in annoyance. “Your intrigues serve only to distract. Let us focus on finding this Sudis.”

Our situation was starting to seem hopeless. Were we destined to sit here and watch Mama Mowt heap curses upon Homara, all for an end we could hardly imagine?

After the meeting, Sahar came to me in the courtyard as I watched the bleary sky, wary of what might fall out of it next.

“Uncle Sudis,” she said. “I think I know where he is.”

“You think?”

She nodded.

“Where?”

“I’ll show you.”

“I’m not taking you out into that muck. Just describe it to me.”

“You’ll get lost unless I show you.”

“Your father wouldn’t allow it.”

“How is it that you know nothing about him? Of course he would allow it.” She steeled her glare. “My sex doesn’t change anything. He expects much and more of his only living child.”

I could relate and so gave in. As soon as we stepped out of the Bargah’s gate, we found ourselves in the tar mire. City folk crowded on the rooftops, not wanting to step in it. We passed a shrine now empty of supplicants, tar surrounding the open sepulcher. We waded through an alley where the tar reached Sahar’s knees; I had to pinch my nose to tolerate the stench of rotted stomachs. Blood smelled good. Severed flesh, too. But this… it was unholy.

We stepped over hardened, scale-covered corpses and piles of bizarre fish, some still flopping. We endured the wails of thousands in mourning, their choir shrill and discordant. Homara was unrecognizable from a few hours ago.

We arrived at a site not far from where Soraya had put that baby in a well. A few twisted, sickly trees jutted out of the hard soil beneath the tar. A single well stood amid three collapsed hovels, their roofs having crushed their walls.

Sahar and I quietly approached, then peered into the well. It was full of trembling fish, but thankfully, no tar. We walked a few yards away.

“You think he’s down there?” I asked.

“Several among his tribe used to live here, before that earthquake many years ago. Sometimes, I would play with his cousin’s children. Once, we went down into the well. There were rooms and utensils and bedding.”

So the well wasn’t a well, then, but a hiding space.

“What were they hiding down there?”

“Path of the Children, I think.”

The Path of the Children were known for their bloodwriting.

“Wait… is Sudis a follower of the Path of the Children?”

When he’d asked us to collect two hundred slaves, he’d mentioned Path of the Children among the unfortunate groups we ought to choose from — Himyarites and Ethosians being the other two. But why would he ask us to enslave from among his own path?

“He’s not Path of the Children, but some among his tribe are. Although, Baba once said he heard Sudis say ‘Father Chisti,’ not ‘Saint Chisti.’”

“So maybe he’s hiding it. I think it’s time we learned all that Sheikh Sudis has been hiding.” Unfortunately, there was no rope and so no way to go down into the well’s depths. “We have to get rope from somewhere.” I remembered, from the night when I’d trailed Soraya, that there were ropes in the open space with dozens of wells. Though many were old and rotted, since most of the wells had gone dry, there were still a few working wells that would have decent rope. “I think I know a place not far.”

We walked toward what had once been a patch for Homara’s destitute to crowd into, which meant more tar puddles to step through. But neither of us was prepared for the tar lake that now covered the ground surrounding the wells. I had gotten used to stepping through it, although swimming in the tar, with all the fish and corpses floating about, was hardly appealing.

But we had to get rope, and from our overlook, I could see many ropes hanging limply off the sides of wells.

“Wait here,” I said. “I’ll go get one.”

“You’re just going to jump in?” She kept her mouth and nose covered.

“What choice do we have?”

“I don’t know. I still don’t think Uncle Sudis would kill Uncle Talha and marry Mama Mowt. It’s all too much.”

“He asked me to imprison your father. And you, as well.”

“We put him in a bind. He must’ve felt he had no choice.”

“Don’t be too kind to your enemies. Lat’s sake, don’t be too kind to your allies.”

There was simply no trust in the Shura, it seemed to me. You had to hedge against both your enemies and allies to survive its intrigues.

“Just a few months ago, Baba suggested I ought to marry one of Uncle Sudis’ nephews. He said it would heal a lot of the city’s problems, bringing Sudis to our side.”

“Wait… I thought you were already married?”

“I am. It’s complicated.”

“Is it? You’re either married or you’re not.”

“My husband, Uncle Talha’s son, has not been seen for years. No one knows where he is.”

It made plenty of good sense that the Shura families would marry into each other to forge alliances. But for her husband and then her father-in-law to go missing… it was either funny or cruel or both.

I said, “No one knows where his father is, either.”

“We do have his ring, though. I think you know what that means. To Lat we belong and to her we return.”

I wasn’t going to argue against that notion. “So why didn’t you marry into Sudis’ family?”

“When Baba presented the idea, Uncle Sudis rejected it. He made the excuse that Tamim could come walking through the city gate, any day, even though a qadi would annul the marriage so long as I had another suitor. I mean, we didn’t even consummate it.”

“So what’s his real reason?”

“Since we originally come from Dorud, Uncle Sudis has always tried to keep our family at a distance… as if we’re not good enough.”

Complicated families. Complicated politics. But simple pettiness.

“Maybe you should stop calling him ‘uncle.’ He doesn’t seem to love you.”

“I still respect him, though.” Her eyes were watering. She sniffled. “To think he could have been involved in Ruqaya’s murder…”

Something strange was happening at the corner of my eye: The tar a few feet behind Sahar was bubbling. I grabbed her arm and pulled her to my side.

A tentacle shot from the bubbling tar. It was covered in fish eyes. Another tentacle burst upward, also covered in eyes.

“Fuck,” I said. Sahar gasped.

I gripped my hilt as a tentacle lashed out at her.

With a single swing of my sword, I cut the tendril in half, then backstepped, making sure to keep Sahar behind me.

She screamed as another tentacle shot through the tar, this time from behind her. And then the creature showed itself. It rose from the tar upon two legs, its color like black rainbows, its form bent and incongruous. It unfurled itself until it towered twenty feet; standing in its shadow, I felt a cold that invaded my very soul.

The tar dripping from it was so thick, I could barely discern its features. Its limbs were stunted compared to its body, which was bulbous and round. Its torso became clearer as the tar thinned. Human mouths covered it, tar dripping down their lips. “Hungry,” the mouths screamed. “Hungry.” All those people who’d devoured the cursed fish had been hungry. The creature had the shape of a newborn child, except it had no head, its neck connected to a mass of writhing tentacles that reminded me of a coil of snakes I’d encountered in the jungle.

Fish eyes opened in its belly, all staring at Sahar. The mouths repeated, “Hungry, hungry.” And then a stream of tentacles surged toward her. I pushed her out of the way. She stumbled and fell into the tar lake with a thick splosh.

“Fuck,” I said.

Before I could cut them with my sword, the tentacles retreated back to the writhing mass atop the abomination’s neck. Then they shot forward and down into the tar. It was not interested in me, only in Sahar. “Hungry, hungry.”

“The tearblade!” someone shouted. I recognized that voice. Korec. “Use it!”

He was on the opposite side of the area, clad in bone armor and standing on a lidded well.

I took a deep breath and dove into the tar to find Sahar. Black obscured my sight, so I reached out with my arms and flailed my legs, hoping to feel her. When I couldn’t, I dove deeper, deeper, praying that I’d snatch her before the tentacles could.

And then I grabbed what felt like an arm covered in wet cloth. I pulled her body into me and kicked upward.

It was the cold corpse of a woman with shattered teeth and a painful smile, not Sahar. I pushed it away.

Tentacles rose up out of the water, so many fish eyeballs staring at me. One was wrapped around Sahar, tight, bringing her near to all the “hungry, hungry” mouths.

“The tearblade!” Korec shouted again. “Do it!”

I pulled the tearblade out of its sheath on my belt. Its white glint was blinding, as if it reflected something I’d never seen: a clear sun. With my heart thudding out of my chest, I flung it at the abomination’s mouth-covered torso.

It cut right through. The brightest white fire erupted across the abomination, and its screams of “hungry, hungry” turned even shriller, until it no longer sounded like language at all, just infernal screeching. The white fire melted its limbs, tentacles going limp and dead, mouths and tongues silencing as they burned and annihilated, faint green letters rising from the fire like smoke.

After falling from a good height, Sahar splashed into the tar. I dove down and pulled her back onto solid ground. She coughed out the dark liquid, then lay on her stomach. The stench of rot and burning was suffocating enough; I couldn’t imagine swallowing mouthfuls of that sickening soup.

Korec hurried to our side. He had the tearblade I’d thrown in his hand and tar dripping down his golden beard.

“You followed us,” I said. “Why?”

Sahar was still coughing out tar. Had the curse spread to her? Would her body soon go hard?

“Get it all out,” I said. “Don’t stop.”

She pushed her hand into her mouth, then retched more of the tar she’d swallowed. She retched again, but this time the liquid was clearer.

“I think — that’s all of it,” she said before collapsing onto her stomach. I pulled off my turban and used it to wipe her face of tar and drool. It seemed she’d fallen into a stupor from retching her insides out.

“Do me a favor.” I gave Korec my most desperate glare. “Take her back to the Bargah.” I stepped into the muck and grabbed a good rope from a nearby well. “This is all so cursed.”

Korec said, “You feel something when Mama Mowt draws near. An old fear. Is it not so?”

That question stopped me cold.

“When did you start feeling it?” he asked. “How many moons?”

I’d first felt it the night Zafar and I supped with Khagan Helmas. But I feared what it meant, and so didn’t want Korec digging into my feelings. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I think you do. I think you can sense her. As if there is some sort of tether between you.”

I shook my head and pointed down at Sahar. “Take her back to the Bargah.”

“You’re no normal man. You’ve been marked and you don’t even know it.”

The way he used that word — marked — silenced me. I was the one who marked others, not the other way around. He couldn’t have meant it in the way that the Stranger did. To me, marking was a stepping stone, a way to leave a part of myself with the person I intended to kill. That mark is what made the kill so satisfying, the way wine grows sweeter with age.

“Marked?” I said it as if I’d never used the word before. “What is that?”

“I think you have some idea.”

“You seem to think a lot of things about me. I wish you’d say what you mean.”

“Some things are better left dim.”

Sahar sat up. Her hair was a mess over her face and she was shivering, her skin having paled. “I’m all right…” She rubbed her belly, which must’ve also been aching. “You’ve got rope. Let’s go.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. “Wouldn’t it be better for you to⁠—”

“Let’s just go.” She wiped the tar off her brows. “I won’t retreat. I must know what Uncle Sudis meant by all this.”
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The three of us tied our rope, dropped it into the well, and climbed down. The interior was vaster than I’d imagined at the outset, but with the help of a torch, it didn’t take long to find Sheikh Sudis down the breezy tunnel. In his hiding room, he had a reed-stuffed mattress, a few wilted candles, some hard bread and water, and a change of clothes. Living like a saint, but in the dark.

He was not surprised to see us, as if he knew he’d be found. Perhaps he’d hoped that Khagan Helmas would win the battle, sack the city, and save him. His eyes were now empty of that hope.

“My wives and children… have they been treated well?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered. “I was not tasked with their inquisition. I’m sure they’re fine.”

That did not relieve Sheikh Sudis. He did not trust Rofgar, even in regard to his wives and children, despite the understanding that honorable Latian men would not harm another’s kin.

I let Sahar question him first. She knew him best. Perhaps she could coax the truth out of him with softer words than what I’d prepared.

“Uncle, tell me the truth, did you kill Sheikh Talha?”

“Your father is guilty of that, girl.”

“My father is as honorable as a saint. You know that. You’ve always known it.”

Sudis was reclining against the wall in a soiled, unadorned clay caftan, his long face weary from sleeplessness. “Your father hides more than he reveals.”

“Then what is it you’re hiding? Tell me. Was it you who brought this calamity upon us? Was it you who consorted with a sorceress intent on death?”

“I did no such thing. I am a true Latian man. It is the only honor I cling to.”

I could tell he believed that. How easy to pull the wool over our own eyes. To feign ignorance of what stirs in our bellies. To pretend not to know what our hands are doing.

“Khagan Helmas doesn’t like you much,” I said. “Why did you send that letter to Khagan Jarudi, inviting him to attack Helmas, all while pretending this whole time you were on Helmas’ side?”

“Because I thought I was being clever. If my gambit had worked, the city would’ve been safe from Helmas. Jarudi isn’t interested in this patch of sand. We would’ve kept our freedom.”

“And the people would sing your praises, not Sheikh Rofgar’s or any of the other Seven of the Shura,” I said what he wasn’t willing to admit. He believed himself good, and little is less good than a self-serving man. From my observations of Sheikh Sudis, I knew he liked to dress just below his station — not too humble, not too haughty. He was a stoic man, lean and straight-backed, like a sword forged from ice. He respected himself too much to admit his wrongs.

“Rofgar’s plan to involve Khagan Nasrid was unbearably foolish,” he said. “Like charging at a bull in the bright of day. Helmas saw it coming. Helmas was well-prepared.”

“Sometimes the obvious plan is the best one.”

“Not with the khagans. You must be colder than snow when dealing with them. Patient and unpredictable. I did what I did because it was in the best interest of Homara, not my own.” He sighed with remorse at having lost. “Rofgar is so blinded by grief that he invited an army of heathens into our city. And you, despite claiming to be a Latian, supported it.”

He wasn’t wrong on many points, though I didn’t like him insinuating that I wasn’t a true Latian. “I simply do what the person who pays me tells me to. I consider it a virtue. You wouldn’t be here had you not discounted that.”

“There’s nothing virtuous about the blind following the foolish.”

“Hah. Tell it true, Sudis — did you marry Mama Mowt?”

“Who is that?”

“The witch.”

Sudis’ chuckle was a frigid thing. “Now this is the most absurd accusation of them all. Why would I ever do that?”

“Because you’re hiding your true faith. You’re Path of the Children. You want nothing more than to punish and destroy the Path of the Saints, even if it means killing thousands.”

“You can’t be serious? I, the man who purged those heretics from my very own tribe, am Path of the Children?” He patted the floor. “We used these very rooms. Imprisoned them here until they recanted. Ask the elders among my tribe — they know of my inquisitions.”

Sahar had told me he was keeping followers of the Path of the Children here for their own safety, not to force them to recant. Was Sudis twisting the truth?

“Ah, but you like playing the long game, don’t you?” I said. “You like misdirection.”

“No one can play that long of a game. No, the only thing I am is Homara’s true protector. Not senile Rofgar and his clueless daughter, not you and your gold-worshipping rabble, and certainly not that heathen savage standing in the corner.”

Korec was watching and listening, his burly, bone-covered arms crossed over his belly. I was becoming wary of his presence.

“Here’s the truth,” Sudis said. “If you’re searching for some secret apostate in league with a witch, it could be anyone. It could be you, Rais Razi. Or you, Sahar. Or maybe it’s not someone who hides their faithlessness. Maybe it’s the heathen.” He put his hand on his heart. “You only point your sword at me because I’m standing in the way of Rofgar’s ambitions. How convenient to accuse your enemy of such a great and vile sin.”

“My father has no ambition.” Sahar shook her head with disdain. “He wants what’s best for Homara.”

“You people are not even from here.”

“So what if we weren’t born here?” Sahar said. “This is still our home. We eat from the same soil.”

This argument was going nowhere, and I was not convinced either way. Though I was willing to be the executioner, I was not as eager to be the judge.

“We will bring him back to the Bargah,” I said. “Rofgar will decide what to do with him.”

“I’m ready to meet the saints in Barzakh,” Sudis said with the hint of a smile. “We all know the plain truth. Rofgar went through great trouble to paint me as guilty — he’s not going to show mercy. So do the deed right here.” He gestured with open hands at the ground. “It would be a kindness. Why waste everyone’s time with some long and showy sham of a trial?”

He would not get the quick death he sought. We used the well rope to bind his hands and drag him along with us. His shock and sadness at seeing the tar-covered streets, and all the dead floating in it, was as true an emotion as any. The man had not wanted this to happen to his home.

“What have you people done to Homara?” he repeated. “Why did any of you have to come here?”

In his mind, foreigners were to blame for all the city’s ills. Though we hadn’t brought these plagues, he was right — Mama Mowt was a foreigner. She was from another time, another place, perhaps even another world, if Korec’s story was to be believed. She couldn’t be more foreign.

Upon arriving at the Bargah, we returned Sudis to the dungeon cell from which he’d escaped, but this time, I assigned our best men to stand guard. There would be no escape for him, whether from his cell or from life, until his guilt or innocence was determined.

It took days for the tar to dry. We did not dig graves but rather a pit for all those who’d gorged on cursed fish and spewed their insides out until their hearts stilled and their skins turned to scale hard as stone.

A single shrine was planted for so many cold corpses. The dervishes read blessings upon the dead. There was much crying and self-beating and desperate praying. And then there was something that resembled normality, but it was not quite the same and never could be. It was as if the city wore a mask of its old self to hide the pain, to hide the fear that it could all happen again.

I had to get on with things. The Bargah, now ruled by Sheikh Rofgar, gave us a lot of work, and I had to command Green Field to ensure it was done properly. But during the spare nights I had here and there, I also wanted to find some joy, to indulge. And there’s nothing more pleasurable than scratching an itch deep inside of you.

I would think about Soraya covered in her own blood to fall asleep. To cheer me up. To make the world seem like a lovelier place, like the garden we were promised in the Recitals of Chisti. At some point, I wanted to stop thinking about it and make it real. Make it a memory I would treasure for as long as I lived, whether that time be short or endure.

There was a problem, though. The shadows behind me were never empty. Ghosts shone in the corners of my eye. The hairs on my neck stood, making me feel colder than it was, and my ears would rattle. It all told me that someone was following me.

I caught them a few times. It was either Korec himself or a warrior from his tribe, usually a woman to seem less suspicious. Whenever I made it obvious that I knew they were there, they’d pretend it was for some benign reason, like buying bread at a stall.

It had been a mistake to trust them. A mistake to let them through our gates.

It wasn’t just me they tormented. They followed Barzan, Omeida, and the other Qa’ids, too. Even the fighters in our lances were often followed.

One time, a fighter from Hozinbaba’s lance got fed up. He left the woman he’d married for the night and confronted the Redian — that’s what we took to calling them. Weapons were drawn. The Redian called for his fellows, but so did Hozinbaba, and soon there was a battle in the street outside some pleasure house that left twenty-six men with broken bones, more than half from our order.

Sheikh Rofgar shattered a painted vase with his staff the next day. He demanded that we “discuss and settle our differences.” I told him that the Redians were a suspicious lot — they were convinced Sudis was innocent and had now cast their aspersions on me. Apparently, I was the one married to Mama Mowt — but how could that be?

At least his daughter sided with me. “I’m sorry for the part I played in this.” She did look sorry, pouting as she did.

“Now you see how trusting them was a mistake. Now you know what I meant about preferring the dev you know to the dev you know not.”

“Baba told me there was no one worse than Helmas on this earth.”

“It’s not about who’s better or worse. Korec is assuredly a good man trying to rid the world of a terrible evil. He’s just going about it the wrong way.”

I even tried appealing to Korec directly, but it was fruitless.

“Tell the truth,” he’d say. “Tell me what you’re hiding.”

“Why don’t you tell me what I’m hiding, if you’re so certain of it?”

He’d become silent, admitting that he didn’t know what he didn’t know.

Meanwhile, the trial of Sheikh Sudis began. We couldn’t charge him with the crime we wanted to: supplicating to someone other than Lat and her intercessors and thereby committing apostasy. We couldn’t even charge him with the lesser crime of heresy for following the deviant Path of the Children rather than the true Path of the Saints. There was no evidence for either. So we had to charge him with a somewhat more mundane crime: the murder of Sheikh Talha.

It was easier for Old Rofgar to fabricate testimonies for this, with the purest evidence being Sheikh Talha’s sapphire ring that Sudis had kept in a locked chest in his office — an item that Sudis insisted he’d found first in Rofgar’s office. I didn’t know the truth about who found the ring first. All I knew was that I’d killed Sheikh Talha, a secret I was intent on taking to the grave.

But hearing Sheikh Rofgar’s arguments, you’d think it truly was Sudis who did it. The world was upside down. All I had to comfort me in those days was Soraya. I’d visit her, even though Redians would be outside the door, pretending they weren’t listening.

“I hope he enjoyed what he just heard.” I laughed to make light of the whole thing.

“Why do they hate you more than Ahriyya hates Lat?” she asked while resting her head on my chest, both of us tired from an hour of lovemaking during which we’d been very expressive on purpose.

“It’s not hate. It’s fear. They’re scared of me, scared I’ll pull the carpet from under their feet.” I didn’t want to untangle the whole conundrum and so kept my explanation vague.

“I heard about it coming to blows outside the Nightingale’s Kiss.” That was the name of the gaudy pleasure house where the fight had started. “Is there no hope of some accord?”

“You know me. I’m a reasonable man. They’re the ones who aren’t being reasonable. So stubborn, so stuck on their dead end path.”

“I haven’t seen a true smile since the fish rained. People lie in their beds awake at night, fearing every small sound. And when they’re not crying, it’s because they’re trying to be strong for someone they love. A battle in the streets, between those who are supposed to be our protectors, would sap us all of our fading strength.” She’d put it so eloquently.

“You don’t have to worry about that.”

She caressed my chest hairs and rested her lips near my nipple. “You shouldn’t have to carry all this, either. I’m sorry, Razi. I should be helping you forget, at least when you’re with me.”

I kissed her red head of hair and imagined her breasts covered in blood. Blood makes everything more beautiful. But to cover her in blood, I’d have to kill her. And though I would enjoy watching her eyes go cold, her soul having been pulled from her body by jinn, I wouldn’t like what came after. I wouldn’t like the loneliness.

Nothing made me sadder. The mark I’d left in her itched — no, it burned. Carrying this urge was like carrying a hot lump of coal. During the nights when I couldn’t sleep because of it, I’d try to reason with myself. You can always find someone else to comfort you, the Stranger would say, feigning a reasonable tone, as he often did. The night maiden will be upset if you don’t kill her. Soraya murders babies. How can you lie with her so sweetly and still call yourself a Latian? The pleasure will be worth the pain.

But I knew, somewhere deep where I didn’t like to dig, that I would be eternally sad if Soraya no longer walked the earth. That I wouldn’t forgive myself. That I would never feel safe, not from abominations rising out of tar pools or wheels of flesh, but from my own uncontrollable urges.

She’s a whore. She feels for you what a farmer feels for a goat. The Stranger dropped his pretend softness. She whispers the same sweet words in the ears of other men, and she moans just as loud when they fuck her. Kill her and be done with it.

It may all have been true, but feelings are not reasonable, and yet they reign. And when feelings go to war with each other, when the pleasure you yearn for more than life battles the safety you’ve sought all your life, then what is left but a heart of ruin?

“I don’t suppose you’ve any more tales to tell about our good friend Inanna?” I asked Soraya. I hoped it might distract me from the dread seeping into my bones. Inanna’s troubles were greater than my own. She had lost more than I had and was more lost than I was.

Soraya looked up at me, so much stirring within her emerald eyes. “It gets a lot darker, Razi. I fear it might trouble you.”

“A story can never trouble me. Just the opposite. Somehow, hearing about her troubles helps me deal with my own.”

“All right… then I suppose I can continue.” She sat up and took a swig from her wine cup, her small, firm breasts bouncing lightly in the way I liked.

The Tale of the Priestess and the Forgotten God

The message in the stars haunted Inanna’s dreams, for if the stars themselves were afraid, then what ought she to feel?

She awoke in a strange place. The carpet beneath her was soft, as was the pillow of camelhide. The cloth walls were patterned in maroon and black, and spicy incense wafted from the burner at the room’s center. She could not even remember going to sleep. Her last memory was bathed in the terror of the stars, and the worry of having to go on a journey through time, yet again.

Inanna rubbed her groggy eyes and stretched her aching limbs. When she tossed off the sheepskin blanket, cold dashed across her skin and made her hairs stand. So she pulled it back over her. Her eyes shut with heaviness, and she slept some more — until a goat’s bleat woke her up.

The sunlight from the flap fell on her face, melting her desire for sleep. She stood, walked to the flap, and then hesitated. Would her skin burn were she to step outside? The only way to know was to take that step.

She mustered the bravery to do so, then breathed a sigh of relief. She stood beneath a pure, sunny sky, and there was no sign of Loqis’ curse. It seemed as if the jinn sultana had no power here.

The sky was pristine. Around her, palm trees bent over crystal ponds. Long grass kissed her knees, and the breeze caressing her hair was quiet and cool. Despite all the pain and fear she carried, the world could still be so sweet.

A herd of goats came running through, their patterns varied — some golden and striped, others black as night. At their back was a shepherd, a man whose handsome face seemed more suited to a king’s bright silks than a shepherd’s worn wools. He greeted her with a smile, but she could not understand the words he said, aside from a few familiar ones here and there.

“I am sorry, but I don’t understand.”

It was obvious from his bewildered expression that he could not understand her, either. She put her hand on her heart and bowed, hoping he would understand it as “thank you for letting me sleep in your tent.” He imitated her, as if to say, “what is mine is yours.” Then he gestured for her to follow him.

“To where?” Inanna asked, prickles on her forearms.

He kept gesturing, so Inanna laughed her fears away and decided to follow along.

They passed by baskets full of glistening red apples in an orchard that stretched vast in every direction. The palm trees were so generous, you could hardly avoid squashing dates beneath your feet. The men and women and children working these fields were singing, and their smiles radiated pure. It could not be more evident that the gods, whoever they were in this time and place, had blessed these people with sustenance, fair skies, and ease.

The young shepherd stopped at a tent with an old woman sitting outside of it. “Kaja Makur,” he said, gesturing toward her. Inanna did not know what it meant, but she noticed the reverence he showed to the old woman, keeping his neck bent and eyes low in her presence.

The woman was hardfaced, her skin like ancient leather. Her hair was a proud white, though she wore a bright veil that hid most of it. She spoke in a low voice that was measured and melodic, despite the rasp of age.

Inanna understood her no better than she did the handsome shepherd. “I’m sorry.” She put her hand on her heart and bent her neck.

The old woman could only smile at the gesture. She said something to the handsome shepherd, something that made him sigh with relief.

Inanna sat with the old woman as the young shepherd brought them goat milk and a fruit plate. Figs, dates, apples, grapes — the plate was as colorful as could be. Everything was as delicious as it looked, and the milk was creamy and cool. Others from their tribe joined them, sitting to talk to one another and smile at Inanna. She felt as she suspected they wanted her to feel: like a welcome guest. Though she was an outsider, the warmth they’d shown her reminded her of something she’d lost long ago, when Loqis had snatched her child away. Home.

The night unveiled the stars. They were singing. Twinkling and moving in fixed patterns. They were not chaotic in terror nor red with pain. Neither were these the stars she’d known in Param, with all their constellations, whose names and forms she could still recall: Chapa the chariot, the bronze warrior, the spear of night, the mad maiden, the arrow of Arot, and the angered angel. These shapes looked nothing like those and were instead far more peaceful. She beheld waves and birds. Candles and brooms. Honeycombs and honeyed smiles. It soothed her of the panic from the stars’ warning, which she’d witnessed far in the future. This was not that time and place.

Over the next few days, she absorbed their language. It was easy enough for her to point to something; they would simply say the word and smile, and she would repeat it, and they would smile again. It was not difficult to listen to their conversations and glean the meanings of the words, though when they spoke too fast, one word seemed to bump into the next.

She learned that the young shepherd’s name was Himek and that the old woman was the Kaja Makur, or Tribe Mother. She learned that their land was called Firdan, and that it was within a larger country called Kengir, which was ruled by a man called the Pharaoh. Though they smiled a lot, she learned they had their fears, too: drought, plague, and war were not foreign to them. And though the gods had been kind, she had not yet learned why.

They had no priests or priestesses. They offered no prayers and built no altars. They burned incense to give their homes a sweet fragrance, not to honor their gods. But they did have a god. One god, in fact.

It would be months before Inanna would learn this. It was the young shepherd Himek who told her. Though everyone was kind to her, he was especially so. Though everyone smiled at her, his smile was especially bright. And so Inanna confided in him that she was once a priestess serving a wicked god called Loqis. She even told him about her son and the grief she carried, a grief that weighed more than the world.

Himek hugged her when she began to cry.

“Curse that Loqis,” he said. “Curse her to be forgotten, for all of time, from its beginning to its end.”

“Would that I could forget her and what she did to me, but such things are not possible.”

The young shepherd looked into her eyes with all his tender warmth. “It is possible. Once, we had a god.”

“Why did you forsake it?”

“We did not forsake it. We forgot it.”

At first, Inanna thought it was a jape. But when he did not smile back, she realized he was serious.

“How can you just… forget?”

He put a finger to his forehead. “There is an empty space right here. A god-shaped space. Sometimes there is a name on our tongues, and yet we cannot say it. Sometimes we find ourselves with a burning desire to pray, and yet we do not know to whom.”

“All of you? The entire tribe?”

“Most of us have the empty god-shaped space, yes.”

“Does it pain you?”

“There are nights when I awaken, my hands drenched in sweat, my legs trembling — all of me seized by fear. And yet, I do not know what it is I’m afraid of.”

Inanna took his hand, hoping to comfort him. “What does the Tribe Mother say? Surely she has some wisdom to share.”

“She does not have the empty god-shaped space.”

“Then…”

“She is the only one who remembers. She carries that burden, alone. But she does not speak of it, and will never utter the forgotten god’s name.”

Inanna’s curiosity burned. Who was this forgotten god and why had they forgotten it? “It’s all so strange. Are you never curious?”

“Why should I be? I have sustenance and shelter. Daily, so many blessings find their way to me, even though I perform no worship to gain them. I never prayed to find a beautiful woman asleep at the riverside, and yet there you were, radiant as the dawn.”

His sweet words made Inanna blush. She could not name what she was feeling, but it was wonderfully different from the bitterness and despair she’d drank, each and every day, since her son had been taken from her.

She decided it best to forget about the forgotten god. To forget about Loqis, even though the image of the jinn sultana — with her ichor-dripping talons and shadowy tentacles — seemed forever burned into her irises. She would dream often of her skin on fire, the jinn sultana cackling as her limbs crackled and charred. While it was not possible to forget, she did her best to not be bothered.

Life was gentle. She worked the fields with the other women and dabbled in herbs, a longtime interest of hers. She would make potions out of the plentiful fauna to help women get pregnant or to ease headaches. It was Himek who showed her all the beautiful plants and grasses — they would take long walks into the wilderness, smiling at each other and laughing the whole while. One bright day, Himek came to her with a surprising request.

“You know, the whole village is in awe of your concoctions,” he said.

“You’re too kind.” Inanna blushed. “I’m still learning.”

“Would you… permit me a request?”

“Of course. Simply name it.”

“Would you make me a love potion?”

Inanna couldn’t help but chuckle. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“I just… I don’t think it’s right to make someone love you with a potion.”

“You’re right. It’s indecent. I suppose I’ll have to try another way.” At that moment, Himek leaned forward and kissed her on the lips.

She could fly off into the heavens. Himek pulled her close and kissed her with even more passion. In his arms, it was as if nothing could ever hurt her.

The day they married, she felt a happiness only exceeded by the first time she got to hold her son. It was a joy she would feel again, nine moons later, when the Tribe Mother nudged her awake and placed a baby boy in her arms.

“You fell asleep just as he came out,” the Tribe Mother said.

“I’m sorry. It hurt too much.” But there was no pain anymore. Not with her son resting at her breast. Himek looked so tired — he’d been awake as long as her, doing everything possible to make her comfortable during what had been a difficult birthing. But no amount of suffering could overshadow the beauty of this tiny boy.

He looked so much like his brother. Though overwhelmed with an unspeakable happiness, Inanna noticed a sad thought behind all the joy: He’ll never get to meet his brother. And with that thought, as if holding its hand, was a fear: What if Loqis takes him away, too?

They named the boy Kamran.

Days breezed by into months, and months into years. There were times of plenty and poverty. Health and sickness. Peace and danger. But the good times outweighed the bad manyfold. Each night, Inanna would fall asleep in peace, knowing she was blessed, Himek hugging her and her hugging Kamran.

But what begins peacefully does not often end that way. Inanna would wake in the night, her dreams haunted by the pain and panic she’d witnessed in the stars. She would run outside their tent to gaze at the night sky, to remind herself that the terror she’d seen was far away. And yet, no amount of distance, whether of time or space, could relieve her unsettled heart. What is inevitable is unavoidable. What is written must be wrought.

One day, the Tribe Mother summoned her. The woman’s hands and feet had grown puffy, and though Inanna considered herself an expert in potions, even she could not reverse the illness, for nothing can hold back the hand of death.

“I have one final request, my dear,” the Tribe Mother said. “But I’m afraid it is a heavy thing.”

“You and your tribe have given me everything I could ever ask for.” Tears spilled from Inanna’s eyes. “There is no way I could ever deny you.”

The Tribe Mother sat up, perhaps for the last time. “Would you listen to my story?”

“I would listen to a thousand stories from you.”

“This is one you must never repeat."

The Tribe Mother was not smiling, and so Inanna began to understand the seriousness of what she’d just agreed to. “Of course. I will take it to my grave and beyond.”

Relief showed on the Tribe Mother’s worn, yet kind face. “You know that we… once worshiped a god, long ago.”

“Yes. The forgotten god.”

“Indeed. So devoted were we, we built pyramids that pierced the clouds, all for her adoration. And to defend her glorious name, we warred with other tribes until we were triumphant, lord over them all. We sacrificed our livestock and sometimes even our children to gain our god’s good will. And when the calamities yet endured, we killed those who refused to worship her until the rivers ran red.”

Inanna had never heard this story. Of course, only the Tribe Mother could tell her because only the Tribe Mother remembered the forgotten god. Still, Inanna could not imagine that such a loving tribe could have been so bloodthirsty in the past, so willing to sacrifice every good thing to please their god.

“There came a day when the whole world bowed down before our god. You may think it should have been a great day, one of triumph. But when we saw what our hands had wrought to bring it about, we felt a shame like no other. We begged our god for a new covenant, one that would not require us to spill blood in her name.”

Inanna wondered if their god would be so merciful as to grant it. “Did she agree?”

The Tribe Mother coughed and spat into a bucket at her bedside. “We have given you the world, and yet you are ungrateful. Such is the folly of man that his heart is like the wind, turning one way and then the other. I raised you up and I can lay you low. I shall unveil your eyes so that you may know the truth you have spurned. If even one of you can bear the sight of me, then the rest can go free.”

The verses, and the melody with which the Tribe Mother had recited them, saddened Inanna. “It all sounds so cruel, to punish people because they don’t want to kill.”

“To punish us, our god unveiled her true form,” the Tribe Mother said. “Those who witnessed her could not bear the scorching reality. They pushed their fingers into their eye sockets, blinding themselves. But that did not erase the memory of her form, a memory that would make it impossible to ever sleep again. So they threw themselves from clifftops or drowned themselves in the sea. Anything, anything to forget, even death. But death is not the end. Souls are eternal and will remember. There would be no peace for the witnessers, for all of time and even in the timeless beyond.”

Inanna wiped away a tear. The hideous cruelty of the gods was, of course, a difficult topic for her. “I am sorry.” The tears flowed heavier. “It’s all so terrible.”

The Tribe Mother squeezed her hand, perhaps her final act of compassion. “Do not cry, my child. One woman did not gouge her eyes out, nor did she kill herself. One woman had the strength to carry the terrible truth.”

It took a moment for Inanna to realize she was looking at her. “Because you could bear the truth, the others could go free. They could forget. They could find peace.”

“Indeed. And so that is our new covenant.” The Tribe Mother smiled for the final time. “And though I will soon die, my soul will continue to carry this burden, for all of time and even past time’s inevitable end.”

Inanna now understood. The Tribe Mother’s burden resembled her own. She’d seen the message in the stars. While others could look up at the night sky in innocent wonder, only she knew what hid behind both the darkness and the light.

“How did you do it? How did you carry something so difficult, all this time, and yet still find a way to be so loving?”

The Tribe Mother closed her eyes, leaving Inanna to learn the answer for herself.

“Well?” Soraya said. “What do you think of my latest chapter?”

My mouth hung open and my eyes were strained from stretching so wide. “What do I think?”

“Is it all a bit silly?”

“You can’t just end it there. I need to know what happens next. I need to know about the forgotten god. I need to know if Loqis comes back and⁠—”

“All in due time.” Soraya chuckled sweetly.

A breeze blew by the window, rattling it and putting out one of the many candles in our small back room.

“So this is how you get repeat customers.”

“You’re the only one I’ve ever told this story to.” Soraya wrapped the silk blanket around herself. Her straight, fire red hair rested gently on her bony shoulders.

“Why? I’m certain others would love to hear it. It’s absolutely riveting. I can barely find words to describe how I feel.”

She kissed me on the cheek, her lips dry. “There’s something that you and I share. Do you know what it is?”

We both kill people? “I have no idea.”

“We have the same… tint of melancholy stirring within. The story helps me understand it, so I thought maybe it could help you.”

I wished I could see her tint of melancholy the way she saw mine. But Soraya was opaque. She’d buried her true self somewhere beneath this sweet shell.

“It’s funny. I’ve heard so many stories about Inanna, but not a single one about you.”

“My life — Soraya’s life — has not been nearly as exciting. Perhaps that’s also why I make up these stories.”

“And yet they feel so real. I’m still not convinced though… are we really all that similar?”

“I think so.” She was silent for a heavy moment. “We hide a knife inside ourselves, and sometimes it cuts us.”

Now that was a more eloquent way to put it. “You think I have some terrible secret I’m not telling you?”

She stared at me. I suppose it became evident to everyone who lingered in my presence. I was not whom I seemed to be. I was pretending. I was a beast wearing the clothes of a man, walking a path too narrow for four legs.

But I didn’t want to be that Razi in front of her. I didn’t want to be the man who liked the smell of blood more than flour, who found more beauty in death than in life. Too bad she saw through my facade. Saw the wound that could never heal.

“And what about your secret, Soraya?”

I wasn’t going to say what I knew, but I sorely wanted to understand. Why did she kill children? The one I’d saved from freezing at the bottom of a well wasn’t even old enough to crawl. Why had she sung to him before she took him to the well? What had she recited as she put him in the pail and lowered him down? Had it given her pleasure? Had it relieved some hidden pain? Was her soul as much a ruin as my own?

“It’s getting late, Razi.”

I’d already been here a lot longer than what I’d paid for, so I took the hint and put on my clothes.
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I often wondered who else carried a secret hunger. Who else itched so deep it took a knife to scratch it? Who else spent their nights pacing in darkness, haunted by an urge that no prayer, no drink, no woman could soothe?

How simple life would be if I were like other men — if I could stumble into a pleasure house, get married for a few hours, and stumble out again, balls emptied and heart whole, my wretchedness quiet for a time. Instead I wear masks that grow heavier by the day. I balance on the knife-edge of the straight path, knowing that one misstep could plunge me into the abyss.

It was Zafar who always saved me from despair. He told me I was not cursed, that the hunger could be bent to a purpose. He said I could kill and still be righteous — if I chose my prey wisely. That I would not be a beast, but a scourge of beasts. That I could enjoy the sweetness of spilling blood — and cleanse the world as I did.

But what if to be good — truly good — you had to starve the hunger rather than indulge it? The righteous fast from dawn to dusk so that their desires may not master them. If you do not rule your appetite, your appetite will rule you.

Sometimes I felt like the true master hid beneath my skin: a mad sultan, blood-drunk and merciless. I was no more than his grand vizier, pretending at control. Each time the hunger rises, I feel his hand on my throat, reminding me how easily he could take over. How close I stand to being cast aside, so that the Stranger may rule me outright.

A sharp knock-knock jolted me from the mire of my thoughts.

I swung the door open to the bearded and giddy face of Red Turban Rouf.

“There’s a woman here to see you,” he said musically.

Sahar nudged him to the side and trod into the room. She took a crunchy bite of the hard, burnt bread in her hand, then said, “Thith ith where you live? Oh Lath.”

“What in Lat’s name are you doing in the barracks?”

“I’th tell you onth we’re alone.”

Rouf gave a sleazy chuckle, his shoulders shaking as though he’d pulled off some cheap prank, and slunk away down the corridor. Sahar nudged the door shut behind him.

I massaged my aching brow with my fingers. “You can’t just come walking in here.”

“Whyth not?”

“It’s indecent.”

She swallowed, wiped her mouth, and leaned against the wall. “For me, not for you.”

“Exactly. So maybe consider what others will think, an unmarried — or married, I’m honestly not sure — woman walking into a barracks.”

“Have you noticed how empty the streets are around this place? Most of those who would gossip are already dead.” She fluffed her teal robe, which featured the eight-pointed star patterned in gold thread. “It’s why I can wear this, and even walk around with bread in my hands.”

She was right, but it still felt wrong. “Lat is watching.”

“Then she knows we’re not doing anything indecent, and that I’m here for a good reason.”

“Which is?”

“To talk to you. About something.”

My eyes rolled themselves. “About what, exactly? Come out with it, for Lat’s sake.”

“It’s about my husband, actually.”

“Has he come back?”

“No. I’m sure he’s—” She mimed stabbing her own heart.

It was so funny I had to hide my smile so I could continue to seem annoyed. “Then what?”

“Sorry, my head is all jumbled.” She laughed. “Sudis admitted to the crime. Killing Uncle Talha. I suppose you were right.”

That surprised me — Sudis admitting to a crime he didn’t do. Perhaps Rofgar had promised to let him live. “Good,” was all I said.

“Also, Uncle Talha had no heirs. Just the one son, who married me and vanished a few days after. Which means I just inherited his whole estate — until my husband returns, of course.”

“How blessed. You’re a rich woman. And one day, hopefully a long time from now, you’ll inherit your father’s estate and be even richer.”

Her smile was twitchy, not natural. “And yet, all I feel is… I don’t even know…”

A silence settled. I wondered if she had any friends to talk to, or if she could discuss such things with her father. Considering she’d come all the way here to tell me how sad she felt because she’d inherited her dead father-in-law’s fortune, I had to assume not.

“Do you have wine?” she asked.

I opened the door and yelled for Rouf to bring us a skin of fig wine. He was quick to oblige. It was sour, strong stuff. Good for emptying your head.

Sahar winced upon her first sip, then said, “Perfect.”

We sat on Zafar’s Himyarite carpet, which I also used as a bed, in imitation of my Rais.

“I’m curious…” She glanced around the room and focused her eyes on the folded cloak I used as a pillow. “Why do you live like this? Don’t you get paid a lot?”

“I’m used to it. Got used to it long before I earned my first dirham.”

“So what do you spend your money on?”

“Looking for ideas about what to do with your fortune? Best look elsewhere.”

A disbelieving smile broke across her face. “Wine.” She shook the wineskin. “Whores.”

I wasn’t going to deny it, even though it wasn’t true. Better she think I was into whores than what I was really into. “Men have more appetites than women.”

“That’s not true. Women are just better at hiding them.”

“How would you know? You’re not a man.”

“And you’re not a woman.”

I grabbed the wineskin from her hands. “I’ll drink to that.” I enjoyed a good chug.

She laughed. “My husband… I wonder what his appetites were.”

I sensed she needed the wine more than me, so I handed it back. “Same as all men, I assume.”

“You’d be wrong. So wrong.”

“How so?”

She gazed at the floor. “On the night of our wedding, I came to him. I was covered head to toe in red henna. A stylist had spent a whole hour on my hair, and I smelled like flowers, the kind that only grow on some faraway mountain. He couldn’t even be bothered to look at me, even when I took off all my clothes. He just turned away, said ‘I’m tired,’ and went to sleep. And then a few days later… gone, as if he faded into the air.” She took a long, agitated sip. “I only married him because Baba told me to. I would’ve married anyone he wanted. I just didn’t expect it to be like that.”

She was a dutiful woman. She didn’t want to disappoint her father, and yet life had disappointed her. I could relate.

“Maybe…” I was going to say that maybe her husband had felt too much pressure to perform or had been drinking too much, but then I thought what would Zafar say to me? “Did it make you stronger?”

“Stronger? What ever do you mean?”

“Since I’ve met you, I’ve noticed things. Noticed how brave you are, even in the face of monsters. I bet it’s because you didn’t always get what you expected, what you hoped for. I bet it hurts and still does, but I think your wounds’ve made you a lot tougher than you realize.”

She brought the wineskin to her mouth but didn’t sip. “I don’t feel tough. What if I told you that I’m scared?”

“You wouldn’t be the only one in the room.”

“Really?” She sat up, surprised. “What are you most afraid of?”

Myself. “All the monsters. You?”

“I think… I’m most afraid of missing out. Life is so short, for so many, and yet there is so much I want to see and taste and touch. So much I want to do.” She let out a quiet chuckle. “It’s funny… I was supposed to go with Ruqaya on her pilgrimage. I was so eager to see Zelthuriya — a whole new city, and a holy one at that. But I got sick right before we were to depart. At the time, I wanted to scream. I was so frustrated to miss out like that. And yet, if I hadn’t gotten sick, I would’ve been in that caravan with her. And I would’ve been cut to pieces. I think about that all the time. I think about Ruqaya, and how scared she must’ve been during her final moments. I could’ve been right there with her. Sometimes I feel relieved. But other times, I feel terrible that I wasn’t by her side. As if I cheated death, somehow, and left her to suffer all alone.” Another quiet, morbid chuckle, followed by a soft cough. “I don’t know what to feel. I must be going mad.”

Since she wasn’t drinking anymore, I took the wineskin and finished it off. It gave me the courage to say what I wanted to say. “We feel pulled apart like that because there are different people inside of us, and each wants something different.”

“Tell me, then.”

“Tell you what?”

“Tell me about the different people inside of you.”

I couldn’t do that. As much as I yearned to be honest, the only one I could ever trust with my secret was dead.

“I…” If she thought I didn't trust her, it would only make her more sad. “Sometimes I… I enjoy hurting people. For some reason, it… it feels good. But I know it’s wrong. I know Lat doesn’t like it.” That was as far as I was going to go. Just saying these few words was like pushing mountains out of my mouth.

Sahar wasn’t looking at me any different. “Whatever you may think of yourself, Razi, I believe that you’re a good man. You saved my life — twice. I will always pray for you.”

I thoughtlessly took another swig of the wineskin. Drops landed on my lips. How could I be a good man if I was so afraid of myself? So afraid of what I could become? “You want more?”

“Better not. Whenever I get drunk, I see ghosts. Or rather, this one particular ghost.”

“You see… ghosts?”

“What? Never seen a wine wraith before?” She smiled and giggled, then burst into laughter, her hand resting on her shaking belly.

I laughed, too. “No wine wraiths, but I have seen a worm with an eye.”

That made her laugh so hard that she had to lie down. It was contagious, and now my ribs hurt from laughing. We laughed until Rouf opened the door and asked why we were screaming.

Didn’t sleep well that night, dreaming of death — and not the satisfying kind. At the hour of the jinn, the urge to piss woke me. I felt under my folded cloak; the black coin beneath was cool to the touch. I flipped it over in my hand and smiled. If anyone could help ease my ache, it was the watcher when no one else is watching.

I hoped the night maiden wouldn’t scold me, but it proved too hopeful.

“Soraya’s time to kill again is only days away.” She was a shadow within a shadow. Her voice was tender and barely reached my ears. “Will you carry her sin with her?”

“I’ll save the babe she puts in the well.” I shivered from a sudden, frigid gust of wind. The broken palanquin rattled.

“Then saving them is your burden until the day she dies.”

“Fine with me. So you have someone new, yeah?”

“I do. But we are not alone.”

The two Redian women who’d trailed me the moment I stepped out of the barracks were now standing together near a ruined hovel. Raw, black-blue paint covered their faces and burnt, gold-dyed bones caged their bodies. It was obvious they didn’t care that I knew they were following me. One was tall and broad of shoulder, so in my mind, I called her Big. The other was short and slender, so I called her Small.

“I hate to admit to a weakness, but I don’t know what to do about them,” I said. “They’re like my shadow.”

“You’ll have to lose them.”

“The way I lost my favorite turban? If only it were that easy. Anyway, tell me what you’ve got.”

“He is a man in the Order of Saint Qalandar. Ever since the fish fell out of the sky, he has been sneaking poison into what little food gets sold in the Ethosian Quarter. Already, seven are sick in their beds and four have died — each innocent.”

“Why the Ethosian Quarter?”

“I can’t see his heart, only his deeds.”

I would have to ask him. Curiosity was among both my faults and virtues. “What’s his name?”

“Zaiduz Zunduqi. His fellows call him Zaizu.”

“Zunduqi. He’s Kashanese. Must’ve come a long way.”

“Just like a certain someone.”

“Hah. Bet his path wasn’t as wretched as mine.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

“You’re right — he is a killer, after all. We all share a wretched path. Suppose I’ll ask him about his before I send him to Barzakh. So… what does he look like?”

“Bald. A rather broad nose. His most distinctive feature would be the strange boil on his right cheek, a remnant of the rotbone he suffered many years ago.”

Rotbone was nothing to scoff at. It not only left strange rashes on your skin, it disturbed your mind, made you feel like you’d lived your life before, that you had no free will and fate was pulling you forward on a string.

I’d felt that at times, despite never suffering from rotbone. Not so much the sensation that I’d lived my life before, but rather that I had no control over it and was dancing to someone else’s maddening tune.

I had to ask, “He doesn’t still have rotbone, does he?”

“It can’t spread to you, if that’s what you’re worried about. Rotbone doesn’t work that way. It can’t jump from one man to another — you can only catch it from its source.”

“How would you know?”

“I know a thing or two about plagues.”

My urge to kill was so strong, I was tempted to forgo both verifying and marking. The night maiden can be trusted. The night maiden has never lied.

Omission is a kind of lie, too, and the night maiden had been guilty of it in the past. Zafar had taught me to only kill the deserving, to never act on impulse, to be considered and careful. But it had been so long since I’d killed someone that I feared I couldn’t go another day.

“I’ll do it,” I said. “Where is he right now?”

“You’re not usually this impatient. What happened to all your rules?”

“Let me worry about my rules. So where is he?”

“He sleeps in the Qalandari Order’s lodge.”

That was all I needed from the night maiden. I gave my two Redian companions a snide smile. Women wouldn’t be allowed inside a men’s lodge.

The lodge was in the eastern half of the city, perched on a small hill between the main thoroughfare and the Gate of Saint Jamshed. Silence hung heavy on the empty, shadowed streets, so it was easy enough to make my way. The building itself was a large two-story tenement, squished between Saint Qalandar’s domed shrine and a small alleyway bazaar that had more tenements beside it. I climbed on top of an awning in the alley, then grabbed onto a windowsill and pulled myself up to the roof. My two Redian companions didn’t try to follow, yet, obviously knowing that I could easily push them off. Once I’d reached the center of the rooftop and was well clear of them, they climbed up to follow me.

I turned suddenly and charged at them. Big fell onto the awning while Small tripped and landed on the hard ground, grunting and cursing in her coarse language. This was my chance to lose them. I ran in the other direction and jumped onto an adjacent rooftop, then onto the next, and then back onto the ground. I dashed through an alleyway and then climbed up another awning, this one next to the dervish lodge. The wooden shutter above was slightly open, so I grabbed the windowsill, pushed it upward, and slipped inside.

Finally, I was rid of those Redians. Finally, I could hunt in peace.

I paused to catch my breath while observing my surroundings. I was in a storeroom. A pile of rotted dates sat on the top shelf; worm holes riddled the apples beneath. There was a stack of candles, each half melted, and a bundle of teeth-cleaning twigs.

Stale cloth that smelled of sweat and dust covered the threshold. I pulled the cloth aside slightly and peeked into the next room.

It was a wide open space with a few reed carpets strewn about above uneven stone floors. The Qalandari Order did not seem well endowed, like the more famous orders. Dervishes were supposed to shun luxuries, though many in the Order of Saint Jamshed liked to indulge, sleeping upon pillows of silk instead of straw, eating rich stews filled with herbs instead of simple barley broths. It seemed the Qalandari Order actually adhered to their claimed rigors.

I crept into the dark and windowless hallway. Insects crawled by my feet as I stepped. I peeked into each room to see men lying upon the floor, most without blankets, a few with moth-eaten ones. Everyone was using their arms as pillows.

In the corner of one of the rooms sat a discarded dervish robe. I grabbed it and put it on. I was now covered in someone else’s sweat and skin flakes, though I’d suffered far worse stenches of late.

When I returned to the hallway, a dervish was lightly stepping through it. He wore a gray beard upon his worn, pockmarked face, but his cheeks were free of any boils. I gave him a nod and he returned it.

“Brother, have you seen Zaizu?” I whispered.

“Zaizu? No. Oh, he’s usually over at the shrine at this hour, making his supplications. That man never sleeps.”

“Such a goodly soul.” I put my hand on my heart. “May Lat bless and forgive him.”

The Shrine of Saint Qalandar was next door. I crept into the courtyard and hurried over to the small, stone building. The dome sheltering the saint’s sepulcher was a faded maroon and covered in melted gold calligraphy, each letter trailing like tears down a cheek. As I approached, the sound of whispered prayers drifted by my ears. Whoever it was, his mutterings were fast and desperate.

A man wearing the same robe as me knelt at the base of the sepulcher, upon which was a dusty shroud. The bulbous boil on his cheek looked a painful purple.

“What do you pray for tonight, brother?” I asked.

He jolted from surprise and quickly stood to face me. The man had a broad nose as well as other distinctive northern Kashanese features. The robe he wore was tattered at the sleeves. His lean shoulders were angled inward, and his neck chafed from the harshness of the robe’s carded wool. “You… I don’t know you.”

“Apologies. I’m from the Order of Saint Jamshed. Or rather, I was. Couldn’t stand their hypocrisy.”

“Oh.” He cleared his dry-sounding throat. Perhaps he’d been fasting from water. “You’re not wrong. Saint King Jamshed was a generous and simple man, but his supposed followers… they do not know the meaning of sacrifice.”

“Indeed, brother. Never slept with an empty belly while I was there. Such silky soft sheets, too.”

“Ah. Why are you awake at this hour?”

“Why are so many asleep? Have you seen what’s happened in our city? We should all be standing in vigil from dusk to dawn, begging the saints to take our prayers to Lat.”

“It is too terrible, what’s been happening.” He put his hand on his heart. “I am Zaizu, by the way.”

“Razi.” Hand on heart. “I blame all the foreigners infesting our streets. Half of them don’t even believe in Lat. They bring these calamities with them from their cursed countries.”

“No.” Zaizu shook his head. “There’s nothing wrong with foreigners. Lat is worshipped in all eight corners of this earth. It is unbelievers, whether foreign or not, who have brought these ills upon us.”

“But why would Lat allow us to be punished for their wrong beliefs?”

“Because we allow them into our walls. We stand beside them at the bazaars. We let their impure mouths drink from our wells and eat of our bread. So long as we tolerate their unbelief, should we not be punished for it, too?”

He really did sound like a man who would poison Ethosians. I was getting closer to verifying his sins. In the meantime, as I coaxed a confession out of him, I would also have to find a way to mark him.

“I know exactly what you mean, brother. Can you believe that the Bargah allowed those northern heathens into our walls? I see them everywhere I turn, as if they’re following me.”

“They are not even the worst of them. So what if they pray to their cups? Cups are but stone. But have you ever wondered what it is the Ethosians pray to?”

I was nodding the whole time. “I don’t know much about their religion, except that they worship angels.”

“But have you ever beheld the idols they fashion of their angels? So many heads, eyes, and wings, with more tentacles than you can count. And what about that headless idol holding its own head? Could it get any more profane?”

He’d just described the idol. The one Mama Mowt had left in the cave where she’d butchered Ruqaya and the other pilgrims. After Mama Mowt drew her bloodrune in the desert, the idol even became the centerpoint of the flesh wheel. Had it been an Ethosian idol this entire time?

“Headless idol holding its own head… you know, I think I have seen that wretched thing before.”

“His name is Dumah. He is one of the Twelve Angels who serve the Archangel.”

One man’s angel is another man’s monster. Could it be true about this Dumah?

“But it is so strange,” I said. “Why is he holding his own head?”

“Oh, his story is more terrible than you can imagine. I could never utter it in this sacred space. Even saying these foul names, so near to the body of our beloved saint, is an affront to all that is holy and good.”

“How do you know so much about it?”

“I…” Zaizu wiped some dust off his sleeve and rubbed it on his forehead. A gesture of humility among the carded-wool folk. “A long time ago, I lost everything I had. Praise Lat, who saved me from falling off the path during those desperate days. I was so bereft, my only place of shelter was one of their chapels, hidden between the sandy mountains. A preacher from the vile Ethos faith would tend to me, feed me, and even read me stories from their holy book, Angelsong. I learned much about their angels and apostles. Too much to sleep soundly, ever again.”

It seemed Zaizu liked to talk, and my patience was already thin. I could learn the story of the idol later. I needed to mark him and get him to confess his sins.

I strained my eyes until they were wet. I scrunched my cheeks together and pouted my lips.

“Brother, what is wrong?” he asked.

I wiped the tears off my cheek, then took his hand and squeezed it, wetting him with my fluid. Marking him. “I am so sorry, brother. I was just remembering the story of our blessed saint. He would be so displeased with us. So angry that we allow these disbelievers to walk amongst us.”

I knew nothing about Saint Qalandar, but I doubted he had anything against Ethosians.

“Indeed. Though our saint was ever a merciful man, even he had his limits.”

“What can we do? How can we make things right again?”

“Slowly. Carefully. But most of all, with fear.”

Aha. “Fear? What ever do you mean, brother?”

“If the Ethosians no longer feel safe here, they’ll go somewhere else.”

Getting closer. “But where? There’s nowhere else to go.”

“It doesn’t matter where. The Bargah should never have promised them safety within our walls. Their blood is not inviolable.”

One more push. “Do you mean to say that we should shed their blood?”

“Well, why not? But only if you can get away with it. It’s not worth risking a confrontation. We are not warriors, like those hypocrite khazis.”

That was almost a confession. But Zafar would’ve been more exacting. Get him to say the very words. You must be completely certain that a man is guilty before taking a life. Or do you not fear the fires of hell?

“I want to,” I said. “But I’m afraid I’m not brave enough. The thought of taking a life, even if the cause be just, is too frightening.”

“It was for me, too.”

“Was?”

He looked around and lowered his voice. “There are ways to do it that are not so direct. You won’t have to watch anyone suffer or perish, but you’ll know you’ve done some good.”

He’d just described poisoning. Surely that was enough of a confession.

He needs to say it, Zafar’s ghost demanded in my mind. He needs to admit his crime without any doubt. You want to stand before Lat with innocent blood on your heart?

“Tell me, then,” I pressed. “Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

Zaizu broke eye contact, startled. He darted his head in every direction as if jinn were watching us, writing down our sins. “Well, there is… uh… nothing to tell. Pray for their downfall, my brother. Pray and pray and pray. Our prayers have always been our greatest weapon. Mightier than any sword.”

Fuck. Had I spooked him by being overeager?

Zaizu turned away and knelt at the sepulcher. Though I felt I’d heard enough to verify his sins, my conviction wasn’t total. Perhaps I could talk to the victims — if those still in their sick beds could describe their poisoner, then it would be enough to sate my doubts. It would also provide time for the mark I’d left to mature, to burn, making the final kill so much more filling.

On the way out of the shrine, I bumped into my two Redian lovers. Big and Small. Their brows were furled and their glares dagger sharp. I blew them a kiss and walked back to the barracks for a few hours of sleep.

Sheikh Rofgar summoned me to the Bargah before I could head to the Ethosian Quarter.

He was not in his office when I arrived, so I waited and admired his collection of trinkets, most from the time of the Saint Kings. A tattered piece of cloth caught my eye. He’d nailed it to the wall. On its front was the faded and soiled symbol of a fig and behind it the rising sun, something I’d never directly seen.

“Like that one, do you?” Rofgar hobbled in, his wooden staff doing most of the work. He wore a white caftan with a black-thread trim — clean and simple, quite like how I imagined the Saint Kings must’ve styled themselves. He’d recently redyed his beard orange and so he looked fresher, more energetic, peppery even.

“Why is there a sun behind the fig?” I asked.

“It was the sigil of the Saint King restorationists. A movement I was once a part of, long before you were born.”

“Restorationists…”

“Have you heard of them?”

I gave him a good shrug. “Afraid not.”

“We were five thousand strong at our peak. We believed the suffering in our land was due to one reason, and one reason alone — a righteous man did not sit the throne. And so we found our righteous man — his name was Waleed, and he was the great, great-grandson of Saint King Jafar, with his third wife, who was an Abyad. He was a good man who liked to feed the poor and orphaned. He lived simply, talked little, and prayed much.”

“Sounds like a Saint King.”

“Well we were convinced. We became his army. Trained night and day. I myself was not a fighter, but I knew a thing or two about strategy and giving advice. More important than that, I was well-connected and, of course, rich. I knew that to restore the Saint Kings, we needed to do something grand. Something that would stir the hearts of all Alanyans, that would foment the desire of the people for a just ruler.”

I nodded along, genuinely curious about his part in this failed movement.

“One day, we came out in force in the city of Dorud. We marched to the gates of its great green palace, declaring that the Saint Kings had been restored as Lat’s true vice-regents upon the earth. The people joined us, rejoicing in the streets, dropping halva into each other’s mouths and ululating. There was just one thing that didn’t go our way — our chosen Saint King did not show up to sit the fig-leaf throne. He was nowhere to be found.

“No, he’d already made a secret deal with Khagan Gergas. In exchange for declaring Gergas the true successor of the Saint Kings, Waleed was given palaces up north and a thousand slaves to attend to his every whim.”

“For some, piety is a mask.”

“Indeed. Imagine that, Gergas being declared a Saint King… a brute whose greatest pleasure was raping women in front of their children. Those of us who supported Waleed were required to submit, or else we and our families would be tortured and trampled.

“To spare my family, I put my hand on my heart and pledged fealty to Saint King Gergas. That day, hurt not just by my own hypocrisy but by the hypocrisy of the man I believed my hero, I almost lost my faith. Almost. Good thing I didn’t, because I’d need it for the calamities to come. Gergas was not easy to sate, and his lust for blood would prove more endless than the Sea Mists. But that is a story for another day.”

One I’d already heard from Sahar and did not wish to hear again. “So, sheikh, what can I do for you? Hopefully I won’t disappoint you like Waleed.”

He gave me a wry smile. “Sorry to say, but you’ve never quite been that high in my estimation.”

“Good. Won’t be much of a fall, then.”

“Worry not. Today’s task shouldn’t trouble you much. Some grumbling in the Ethosian Quarter about poisonings.”

What an eerie coincidence. “Poisonings?” I hoped I sounded surprised. “Well, I’m happy to go and inquire.”

“I’m sure that’ll make them feel better. By the way, did you know that there were no reported deaths of Ethosians from the fish rain?”

“How could that be?”

“Some apostle of theirs told them to fast from sea creatures on that very day. A strange coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

One among many.

It was a long walk to the Ethosian Quarter, which clung to the bruised southwestern wall. My two Redian lovers joined me on the jaunt. Once I arrived, sweaty because it was muggy and cold because it was cold, I asked someone in the street for the whereabouts of the local healer and found him quickly.

“At first, I suspected they’d simply eaten rotten figs or dates.” This healer’s hair resembled a weed garden. His gray robe looked like the haze-choked sky. “But when the sickness did not abate, I began to suspect antimony.”

“Antimony?” I acted so surprised. “How extremely serious. Did they all get sick at the same time?”

“It was during one of our festivals. Families held gatherings in their homes. Everyone who was at that particular home and partook of eating got sick. Several died.”

I thanked the healer and went to find this home. It was a mud hovel drenched in sand at the end of a narrow, pebble-covered street. When I told the woman at the door I was from the Bargah, she whispered a thanks-prayer and let me in.

A sick-looking man and an even sicker-looking girl were lying sideways on the floor, covered in sweat-soaked rags. Various clay bowls, some filled with herbs, others emptied of them, were strewn about the room. The whole place smelled like vomit and shit and moist flowers.

“So… who bought and prepared the food?” I asked.

The man’s wife and the girl’s mother answered, “I did. Was just fruit, picked from riverfed groves, the seller said.”

“You didn’t get sick?”

“On our festival day, the one who prepares the fruit should not eat from it.”

Such a queer custom, but it had saved her life. “Do you have any idea who could have poisoned your fruit? Any idea at all?”

“I… I don’t know.”

“Did you see a man with a strange boil on his cheek?”

“Boil?”

I poked my right cheek. “The size of a dinar and disgusting. You wouldn’t forget it had you seen it.”

The sick man on the floor coughed, then wheezed out some words, among them was, “Saw him.”

I bent down to hear better. “Say that again.”

The poor man’s hair was falling out in clumps. His skin was swamp green. “Came… to… our house. Gave… him… tea…”

Imagine that, a Latian poisoning a man who’d given him tea. The whole point of giving tea to your guests is so they don’t fear you’ll harm them and you don’t fear they’ll harm you.

“And he had a boil on his right cheek?” I asked.

“Yes. Rot… bone…”

“How do you know it was rotbone?”

“He… said… so…”

That was all I needed to hear. The Zafar in me was satisfied. Zaizu’s guilt had been confirmed, and now Zaizu had to die. I thanked the family, wished them all well, and went to plan my kill.

I couldn’t kill anyone with my Redian lovers admiring me. Last night, I’d managed to lose them only briefly before they found me again. I needed a better solution for this night to end how I wanted.

I knew just the place to take my two lovers. I walked past the Gate of Aha, with all its ancient, crumbling stone, and into what was once an oasis of wells, but was now mostly dead soil and rocky ground. It was where Soraya had left that baby and also where I’d saved Sahar from being eaten by the many hungry, hungry mouths.

I pretended to fall into a well while hanging from a rope. When my two Redian lovers came to check on me, I swung back up onto solid ground and pushed Small into the well.

It wasn’t the deepest pit; I didn’t hear her bones crunch like I hoped, but judging from her scream, it definitely hurt.

Big, whose face was covered in blue and green paint, elbowed me in the shoulder. I shrugged off the pain, kicked her in the shin, and headbutted her down the well to join her friend.

That crunch was satisfying enough.

I pulled the rope up, dusted my hands, and enjoyed their shouts and pained moans. They’d eventually find a way out, so I had to do what I had to do without delay.

I hid in the shadow of a pillar as Zaizu put his forehead to the cold stone below Saint Qalandar’s sepulcher. The man was in tears, though I could not hear his whispered prayers.

I had my rope around his neck before he could raise his head. I dragged him into an empty tenement behind the shrine, where I tied him up, first muffling his mouth with rope so he couldn’t scream.

I showed him my dagger. I’d oiled it earlier in the night, so it glinted in the somber light of the half-melted candle I’d put in the niche.

“Don’t scream,” I said. “Or you’ll taste the pointy end.”

He nodded. I loosened the rope over his mouth.

“You’re no dervish,” he said.

“And you’re not a holy man. He gave you tea and still, you did what you did.”

“Tea… Oh, you mean those Ethosians.” For some reason, there was a calm resignation in his old eyes. His voice didn’t tremble, but flowed like a river in the rain. “Yes, that was a hideous dilemma.”

I pressed the edge of the dagger against his neck. “You know what I think? You were looking for someone to blame, and you picked the low-hanging fruit.”

He didn’t whimper, as if my knife were a teeth-cleaning twig. “Maybe so. Lat knows my heart and will judge me for my acts based on my good intentions.”

“Is that what gives you peace?” I pressed the blade into his skin so he’d feel it. The Stranger liked it more when they showed fear. When they blared like terrified goats. I wanted that satisfaction. Craved it, even.

But Zaizu was not giving it to me. Even with blood trickling down his neck, he acted as if this were all a dream. “I don’t fear death. It’s like sleep.”

“Not at all. We sleep a thousand times. We die only once.”

“I have died more than I have slept. I have lived this day, and lived it again, and again, and again.” He turned his boil-covered right cheek toward me. It oozed something foul and purple. “Have you ever known a man with rotbone?”

It was the rarest of all the great plagues and among the most mysterious. I shook my head.

“I believe it is a sign, meant to remind us,” he said. “Our fates were all written long ago. No matter what I do, I cannot change it. I cannot escape what was decided for me.”

“You decided to harm a family who had nothing to do with your suffering or anyone else’s. How convenient that you blame fate for that.”

He smiled as if possessed by serenity itself. “I don’t blame fate, I merely surrender to it. It is the only way anyone with rotbone finds peace. I realized that the day I buried Layla and Hafs and Ruwayda. I wiped my tears with the dirt of their shrines. It wasn’t my fault I couldn’t stop the raiders from doing what raiders do. It wasn’t my fault I was so weak from fasting, I could hardly lift a sword. But even if I was strong, no man can change what must happen — there is no strength that can move the pen which wrote our fates.”

This was getting tiresome. I’d left my own tears on his skin to mark him, and it was time to satisfy that burning. I raised my dagger above his head.

“I know you’re going to kill me. And I know that when you do, I’ll wake up again, to relive everything that has happened since the day they died. I will never stop waking up on that morning, seeing their hopeful smiles as we managed to scrounge up some wilted berries for breakfast, and then hearing their screams a few hours later, screams that would fade to silence when their blood flowed onto that scrubland.”

I paused, disturbed by what he was implying. “Is that… when you were infected?”

“I don’t know when it started. All I know is it never ends. I carry the weight of these rebirths. You see the boil on my cheek, but there are yet more beneath my robe. I think that each time I’m reborn, another one appears somewhere on my body.”

“Do you remember each life?”

He shook his head, smiling as if we were reminiscing about something sweet. “I have a sense of remembrance. It’s like a ghost, one I’m forced to follow. But of course… if I knew the future the way I knew the past, I would have saved my family. Not even the pen of fate would have stopped me.” His smile receded and his lips trembled. “I wouldn’t have taken us on that route. We were told it was the safest way to get to Homara. Others from what was once the great oasis of Dar Zura were headed that way, too. I had a bad feeling, but I didn’t trust it. Each time I’m reborn, I never trust it.”

“So if only you learned to trust your gut, maybe your family would still be with you.”

“No. It was not fated that I should trust myself, not until now. You see, I have a bad feeling about those Ethosians. All of them. They claim they shun sorcery, they say it is sin, but then why do they worship such unholy creatures? I have no doubt that you will find the evil you’re searching for among their ranks.”

My neck hairs went cold. Zaizu couldn’t have known I was searching for anyone. “What makes you think I’m looking for someone?”

“My gut.” He showed me his clean, jagged set of teeth when he smiled this time. “The same one I should’ve trusted to save my family. Listen and listen well — the evil you’re looking for is in the Ethosian Quarter.” His laugh was dark. “You can’t save us from it, so what’s the point of even trying to convince you? It’s all so… so…” He went silent.

“So pointless,” I said, more to myself than to him. “Like ants straining to move a mountain.”

“So you do understand. So now you know why I did what I did. Now you can kill me, and I can see my family again.”

He would see them again, true, but he would also suffer their deaths again. And all the grief that would follow. And all the twisted things he would do to serve that grief.

At least, that was the truth in his imagination. Rotbone was a delusion, like the dim shape. But I could play along for an old man whose only solace was killing others. One day, it could be me in his place.

“Do me a favor.” Some of my sweat had dripped onto my blade, so I wiped it on my caftan. “When you’re reborn, this time, try to listen to what your heart is saying. Take a different route to Homara.”

“I have this feeling… that you always say that.”

“And I have a feeling that it never matters… In the name of Lat and for the good of her servants.”

He closed his eyes. I took the opportunity to plunge my dagger into his neck. His blood sprayed onto my lips, giving me a jolt of pleasure that weakened my knees.

“To Lat we belong and to her we return,” I recited as I wiped my bloody blade across my forehead. He died quickly and the mark stopped burning as quickly, leaving me with a pinch of shame. That shame used to be far more powerful, long ago, when I’d first started giving in to these urges. But now it was like a teardrop in a deluge.

I’d done some good, saving innocent Ethosians from a killer and avenging the dead and sick. Now it was time to plant his shrine.

First, I cleaned his body with water and a washcloth while reciting the necessary prayers. He wasn’t lying; blue boils covered his torso and thighs. Then I stuffed him in a fruit sack and firmly tied it closed. I’d have to carry him outside of the city, to the cave where I’d left so many corpses. I wiped all the blood off my face and took off my bloody robe, which I stuffed in another sack. Dragging the fruit sack over my shoulders, I left the tenement, a heady sense of relief flooding my flesh and bones.

The next day, I was in my room at the barracks, reclining against my folded cloak, my head filled with satisfaction, when I heard a knock-knock at the door.

I swung it open to the bright face of Red Turban Rouf.

“There’s a woman here to see you,” he said musically.

Stubborn as always. “Tell her I’m busy.”

The woman pushed him aside, stepped into my room, and slammed the door behind her.

I’d only seen her face once before, outside the Bargah. She was covered in bloodrunes that day, but now her face was plain. I took in her features. Her eyes were the true black of a sky I’d never seen, and her lips a deep purple. She pulled down the cloak hiding her hair; it was darker than the tar that had covered our streets and wavy like the dunes outside our walls. Her skin was pale — the snow that smothers the light. Her nose arched gently and her ears were lithe and long. Her most distinctive feature, though, was her eyelashes — they seemed to go on forever, ending at dagger points.

If only I still had Korec’s tearblade, I could stick it between her ribs. Unlike everyone else in the city, she was not bony and gaunt of face, but rather full-cheeked and blessed with flesh. I tried to keep the lid on my fears, but as she stepped closer, they pushed outward, poisoning my arms and legs.

“Shh,” she said. “You need not be so afraid.”

I hugged myself to keep my arms from shaking. I wanted to yell for help, but the terror reached my throat, clogging it. When Mama Mowt put her hand on my cheek, my heart nearly stopped.

She slid it across my lips, spreading the chill to them, too. “Don’t be afraid. No one will hurt you.”

Mama Mowt took my hand, clasping it between hers. “I understand. You’ve had such a difficult life. If only you would’ve known that the end was a good one, perhaps you wouldn’t have feared. But words are merely promises… They cannot fill your heart with certainty.”

Slowly, she pulled me down, until we were sitting side by side on Zafar’s carpet. I wanted to scream, but it felt like there was a hand in my throat, blocking all sound.

She took my head and lowered it onto her lap. I noticed, then, that her belly was swollen.

She stroked my hair. “You must be so confused. So uncertain. So tired.”

Of course I’m confused. Of course I’m uncertain. Of course I’m tired.

“There is so much you don’t understand. I was like you, once. I raged against fate. I drowned in my own bitterness. I hated what I was and forsook all joy, all because I couldn’t accept myself. Because I couldn’t accept what they’d created me for.”

Don’t tell me. Don’t tell me. Don’t tell me.

Mama Mowt rubbed her fingers lightly against my ear. “The universe is a garden and far larger than you or I can ever imagine. I glimpsed the mad vastness of it all, that day when I drowned, drowned so deep that I sipped from the Cup of Darkness. A garden. A garden. And all I want is for you to taste the fruit. I know you fear the monsters hidden in the bushes. I know they make your heart tremble. But I promise, they cannot hurt you.”

You’re the monster I fear the most.

“If there is one thing I can impart upon you, then let it be the necessity of laughter. There is nothing so serious that you need not laugh.”

I dig graves every morning because people are dying all around me.

“Laugh at the monsters. Laugh at those who ate the fish. Laugh at your losses — all of them.”

There is nothing funny about that.

“Oh, but there is.”

Do you hear even my thoughts?

“It’s all so trivial. You smile when you pick a flower out of the ground, same as you smile when you take a life.”

I only do that because I can’t stop myself.

“You learned to enjoy it, long ago, as you should have. It’s these people who have corrupted you. Corrupted you with their false faiths and weak gods. Lat cannot save a single soul. There is no cause for mourning — none at all. Skulls should be piled, one on top of another, until it is the most beautiful thing in the world. You would like that, wouldn’t you? A beautiful monument to death.”

I would like it, but I don’t like that I like it. I don’t like that I like it. I don’t like that I like it.

“Stop resisting yourself. Stop fighting this war inside of you. Fight the war, but fight it outside — across the dunes and grassy plains and fields of ice. Fight it with swords and arrows and iron and yes, sorcery. Kill your enemies, kill their wives, kill their children. Kill their languages and their ideas and erase their cities from the map and their gods from their minds. Kill because killing is beautiful. Don’t forsake becoming strong because you fear what your hands may do. Our souls can never blacken, and there is no such thing as sin.”

Is this your dogma?

“Life, prolonged, only leads to rot. The Saint Kings rotted upon their thrones, spreading that rot to the kingdom they ruled. Seluq was a cleanser, a bringer of death. And you are a bringer of death, too. But even what you build will, one day, rot and be replaced by another. Nothing should linger too long, for that is a curse. Death releases, refreshes, renews.”

What are you talking about?

“You were made for it. You are the purifying fire, burning with no mind. No remorse. You have that potential inside of you, but you’ve covered it with so much that seems meaningful to all these small minds but is ultimately meaningless.”

The straight path is not meaningless.

“There is no such thing as the straight path. There is only the maze. There is only the fall. There is only the abyss. Embrace your path and stop trying to straighten it.”

Path? Path? What is my path?

“To be a scourge upon the world. To dance while it rains blood and to build monuments with bones. To make death more beautiful than anything life could offer. But first, there is much you must understand.”

Mama Mowt pulled the green ring off my finger. She brought it up to her nose and sniffed it. “It still smells like him.” She parted my lips, stuck three fingers inside, then forced in her whole fist, Zafar’s green ring enclosed within it.

I could not breathe nor gag. All I could do was endure as she pricked something deep inside my throat with the ring.

“All stories serve a lie, even those that are true. Let it be his lie, then.”

It all appeared upon my vision: a palace in the jungle. A man sitting upon a throne. It was all so familiar, even though I’d never seen it before.

Is that…
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The Tale of the Sultan and the Storm

There was once a righteous Sultan who ruled a great kingdom in the land of Kashan. He had inherited neither the cruelty nor the drunken temper of his father, whom he despised for mistreating both his own kin and the people of the land. The Sultan swore by Lat that he would be different — not only kind to his house, but to every soul within his realm. And not just to the men and women, but the beasts of the field, the birds in the rafters, and even the smallest of insects.

“Not even a gnat will go hungry, if I can help it,” he told his viziers as they set his words to parchment with pens of bright peacock feather. “If any stomach must go empty in my realm, let it be mine.”

The Sultan pored over the kingdom’s accounts, seeking ways to expand farmland for wheat, barley, rice, and millet. Yet the monsoons that ruled Kashan’s skies defied his ambitions. They came not as gentle seasons but as tempests and droughts in cruel alternation — one month drowning the fields, the next leaving them cracked and thirsting. Crops had to be timed like the steps of a dance; sow too soon and the seeds would rot in their beds; sow too late and the rains would pass them by.

“It reminds me of my father,” the Sultan said one afternoon while his viziers listened with faces carved from stone. “Giddy one moment, furious the next — taking out his anger on those he should have loved. May Lat curse that insufferable drunkard.”

Frequent crop failures left tens of thousands hollow-eyed with hunger — and hunger, like a plague, brought its own train of miseries. Along the dust-choked roads, bandits fell upon caravans with ferocity, hacking off heads for a single sack of rice. In the villages, mothers wasted to skin and bone, their bodies too feeble to bear the weight of childbirth; many slipped away with their unborn children still wriggling within them. In the city squares, angry voices rose, calling for war — not for glory or conquest, but for the chance to run off with the cattle of neighboring realms.

But the Sultan, a righteous man, would never stand for that. “Tell me, my viziers, what can we do to save ourselves?” He sat high upon his lionhead throne. Before him, his silk-clad viziers bent their necks, the lamplight glinting on the lionhead emblems atop their turbans.

“Your Glory,” said the Grand Vizier, who had been the Sultan’s companion since they were boys, competing over who could hit the smallest targets whilst charging their destriers at full speed. He stepped from the ring of courtiers, robe plain compared to the jeweled satins of the others. His beard was fiercely black, his eyes stern. Where others bent their necks deeply, he did so slightly. “The monsoon is not an enemy to be cowed. It is an ally to be wooed. Let us summon the greatest polymaths of Kashan and beyond. With their wisdom and intellect, we will find a way.”

The Sultan was pleased with this idea. “Make it so. And let it be known — whosoever solves the riddle of the monsoons may name any reward he wishes from mine own hand.”

The decree sped outward like a gust from the palace gates. Couriers on swift mares bore it to the crowded markets of Rohnshar, to the high-walled academies of Garmzaman, to the quiet cells of reclusive scholars in the mountains of Azad and Araf. It crossed the western deserts to Holy Zelthuriya and wound eastward along the trade roads until it reached the Forgotten Kingdom of Silk.

Yet while the summons flew abroad, the skies turned cruel. The harshest monsoon in living memory descended upon Zanjhobar. The rivers swelled until they clawed over their embankments, devouring fields and villages alike. Millions of acres vanished under brown, churning water. Young shoots of barley and millet, proud stalks of rice, all disappeared beneath the flood — snuffed out as though the hand of heaven itself had pressed them into the mud.

All the helpless Sultan could do was pray. He would stand in vigil from dusk to dawn, his forehead covered with dust from his prostrations. He would cry out, lamenting, “How is it just that I eat such fragrant foods when my people suffer this cruel fate? When they cannot even find a morsel of hard bread to ease the knots in their stomachs? May Lat heap her curses upon me for such hypocrisy!”

His hope only rekindled when news came that philosophers and polymaths across the land were working ceaselessly to solve the problem.

One day, the Sultan sat beneath the high-domed ceiling of the Diwan, the private hall where matters of life and death were decided. The air was thick with sandalwood incense, but it could not mask the faint scent of dead earth wafting from the garden — the dry season had begun its teasing, with clouds that rolled in and rumbled but refused to rain.

The Grand Vizier stepped forward and bent his neck. “Your Glory, the wise men and philosophers, the mathematicians and engineers — your servants in knowledge — have sent us their proposals to master the rains.”

The Sultan, who now had lines at the corners of his eyes from sleeplessness, ordered them brought to his hall.

The first polymath to arrive, a brown-bearded astronomer named Qutb, carried with him a brass armillary sphere.

“Your Glory,” said Qutb, bowing over his brass sphere, “for twenty years have I charted the courses of the smothered moon, and I have seen how the rains march in step with the turning of heaven. The moon governs the tides of the sea, and from those tides the monsoon winds are born. If we mark the high ridges with shining plates of polished brass, the moon’s light will fall upon them and linger, warming the air above the hills through the night. This warmth will beckon the sea winds toward us, guiding the rain-clouds inland as surely as the moon draws the waters to her.”

The Sultan was taken by the elegance of Qutb’s reasoning — how neatly it bound the movements of the heavens to the promise of rain. He commanded messengers to ride to every village within sight of the high ridges, ordering the smiths to polish sheets of brass until they shone like ponds at midday. These were hauled up by mules and fixed into frames upon the summits.

On the first night of the full moon, which was covered by haze like always, the kingdom held its breath. The outline of the moon behind the dust blazed white, casting pale reflections on the slopes below. Qutb stood beside the Sultan on the roof of the Diwan, pointing out how the air above the hills seemed to ripple in the ashen light. By his reckoning, the sea winds would be drawn inland within a day.

For two days the horizon darkened with promising clouds. On the third, a breeze carried the scent of rain. But when the clouds reached the hills, they broke apart, scattering like startled birds. The winds turned south, taking their treasure of mild rains into the sea.

The Sultan’s jaw tightened, though he said nothing. Qutb lowered his gaze, his brass sphere heavy in his hands. The shining plates on the hills remained for weeks afterward, bright enough to dazzle the shepherds, but to the sky they were no more compelling than a plain face.

Next to arrive at court was a Qandbajari physician named Masud, whose white robes smelled of camphor.

“My Sultan,” he said, neck bent, “the clouds are guided not only by wind and tide, but by the nature of the air they pass through. The sea-borne monsoon winds carry scents for a hundred leagues, and their currents bend toward the sweetest airs. If we raise tall towers crowned with braziers, and in them burn the most fragrant resins — aloeswood, camphor, and myrrh — the smoke will mingle with the rising heat, climbing into the upper winds. The rain-bearers, meeting such a welcome, will slow their flight and gather above our lands, heavy with their gifts.”

The Sultan’s eyes brightened. Fragrance drifting on warm winds to entice the rain — it had the logic of nature and the grace of ceremony. He ordered towers to be raised along the palace walls and at the borders of ripening fields, their broad copper braziers polished until they gleamed. Into them went the kingdom’s treasures: aloeswood dark as midnight, camphor pale as frost, and nuggets of myrrh that bled gold when split.

When the braziers were lit, the smoke rose in curling columns, at first sweet and heavy, then sharper, carrying far into the sky. Farmers in the distant villages reported the air was rich with perfume, unlike any season before.

For two days, hope hung in the air with the smoke. Then a strong wind came from the east, scattering the scent far from the intended path. The sky over the kingdom stayed a hard, pitiless gray, while on the western horizon the clouds gathered thick and dark — and moved on toward another land.

When the braziers had cooled to ash and the last curl of fragrant smoke faded from the air, the Sultan dismissed Masud with a heavy heart. The voices of the courtiers hushed to a murmur.

The Grand Vizier bent to speak into the Sultan’s ear.

“Your Glory, there is talk from the north. Riders from the Waste have been sighted outside Jalut’s Jaw — swift men with broad bows, asking questions about the rains, about the harvests. They give no names, only promises of gold and grain.”

The Sultan’s brow hardened. “Who sends them?”

The Grand Vizier hesitated. “Some whisper a name you have not heard in many years.”

The Sultan did not press him. Not then. But it hung in the back of his mind like a gathering storm.

The next petitioner to step forward was Feroze, from a little-known merchant clan called Seth, a master silk weaver whose caravans had carried bolts of fine cloth from Zanjhobar to Kostany and beyond. He was a wiry man in a robe of indigo trimmed with gold thread, his hair bound in a silken turban. In his hands he bore no scrolls or tools, only a folded length of deep blue silk which he held as reverently as a dervish might hold a holy recital.

“My Sultan,” said Feroze, bending his neck, “the rain-bearing clouds are heavy and slow, and they travel where the air is cool and still enough to cradle them. If we stretch vast awnings of silk — dyed the deep blue of the summer sea — between the tallest hilltop towers, they will cast broad shadows over the land. The air beneath will cool, the heat rising from the earth will soften, and the clouds will be tempted to linger above such shelter. Over that shade, their tempers will ease, and they will loose their gentle rain upon us as a guest unburdens himself in the comfort of a friend’s hall.”

The Sultan was charmed by the vision of a sky-born hall for the clouds, and the reasoning behind it seemed sound enough to merit the treasury’s silver. Bolts of silk were brought from the royal storehouses — some from his own looms, others traded at dear cost from caravans that had crossed desert and jungle. Tailors worked under awnings in the palace courtyard, sewing great swaths of deep blue cloth, while masons reinforced the tallest hilltop towers to bear the weight of the new structures.

At last, the canopies were unfurled. From the city they seemed like vast sails straining against the wind. When the breeze caught them, the silk shifted and rippled, casting broad shadows over the earth. Feroze assured the court that, with the heat tamed beneath these shades, the clouds would slow their flight and empty their burdens here.

For a time, it seemed as though he might be right. A bank of clouds appeared from the south, their bellies swollen and dark. They drifted toward the shaded hills — and then, caught by a stray current, they slid past and dissolved in the distance. In the days that followed, the silk hung loose and idle, its shadows long and cool, but the sky remained unbroken.

Feroze of the Seth left the court with his head bowed, his hands still carrying the calluses of a weaver and merchant who had wagered his craft against the will of the heavens — and lost.

Meanwhile, the Sultan’s patience had thinned like the soil in a dry riverbed. Each plan had seemed sound; each had ended in the same indifference from the sky. Despair settled over him once more, heavy as a funeral shroud. How could his kingdom ever flourish if the heavens would not bend to his will? Without some command over the skies, he was fated to rule not a land of bounty, but one chained to hunger and grief — a realm where the fields yielded sorrow more than grain.

The court was still heavy with disappointed silence when the great doors of the Diwan swung open. The sudden flood of daylight made the marble floor blaze, and in its glare came a lone rider, swaying in the grasp of two guards. Dust covered his caftan, and his lips were cracked and darkened.

The Sultan rose from his throne. “This man has ridden hard. Tell me, what could be so urgent?”

The guards lowered the messenger to his knees. He lifted his head slowly, his eyes raw from wind and grit. “My… my Sultan, I bring word from the watchtowers beyond Jalut’s Jaw.”

A stillness settled over the court. Even the rustle of silks seemed to fade.

“Go on,” the Sultan beckoned.

The man swallowed, wincing, and spoke again. “Three days past, a host appeared from the Waste. Horsemen without number — armored in lacquered leather, their spears tipped with steel bright as ice. Their banners… the Throne Above the World of the Padishah.”

The Grand Vizier’s brow furrowed, his gaze flicking to the Sultan. “Which Padishah?”

The messenger drew a shaking breath. “A man called Khagan Israfil. He says he is the chosen son of Seluq the Dawn. He claims the right to rule all of Kashan as his own.”

The name seemed to take weight in the air. The courtiers looked to one another, wary, uncertain.

The Sultan’s voice was quiet, but it carried. “Israfil.” He let the word linger. “Of course. My father’s son.”

“He claims he has watched our kingdom’s struggles and promises the people more than rain,” the messenger said. “He swears they will have silver and silk, pasture for every herd, grain enough to last a thousand and one winters — if they will open their gates to him when he comes.”

A murmur ran through the court, low and restless, like the first roll of thunder.

The Sultan’s jaw tightened, his fingers curling on the carved armrest. Hunger was no longer a silent curse upon his conscience; it had become a sword in his brother’s hand. And if the skies withheld their gift much longer, Israfil might not need to loose a single arrow to claim the throne.

“He is a liar. He promises a loaf of bread, but assuredly, he hides a knife inside of it.” If only the people understood what the Sultan did about his father’s son, they wouldn’t be swayed. “Jalut’s Jaw will never fall. Not to him.” But how could the Sultan be sure? Jalut’s Jaw, the string of forts that shielded Kashan from the Waste, had fallen once before. “I desire to be with my thoughts. Out, all of you.” The Sultan dismissed the court with a wave. Viziers, scholars, and petitioners filed out, their voices low and careful. The tall doors swung shut with a thud that echoed up into the great green dome.

Silence settled.

The Sultan remained seated upon the lionhead throne, his eyes unfocused on the bird patterns of the floor.

He thought of the fields: the brittle stalks that broke beneath a man’s fingers, the empty canals where even the frogs had abandoned their croaking. He thought of the villagers’ faces, lined and lean, the children with eyes too large for their sockets. And he thought of Israfil — he may have been his father’s son, but he could never think of him as a brother — riding with his host, the Throne Above the World fluttering over them, offering bread and silver to those who would betray their Sultan.

The hall seemed larger in its emptiness. The carved arches that once felt like a robe of honor now loomed like the ribs of a hollow carcass. The Sultan closed his eyes for a moment, listening. The sound he longed for — the drumming of gentle rain on stone — did not come.

When he opened them again, the last of the daylight had dimmed to a somber maroon, and the shadows along the far wall had grown long and strange.

From between the carved pillars at the far end of the hall, a figure emerged. She did not announce herself. She came forward, her pace unhurried, the jingle of her bangles just loud enough to mark the silence she disturbed. The maroon light caught in the threads of her deep indigo veil, but her eyes — dark and clear — reflected little of it. In her arms she carried a cup of black liquid, its surface marked with fine, blood-red etchings.

When she was near enough to be heard without effort, she inclined her head — not a deep bow, but the gesture of one who offers respect without surrender. “My Sultan, you have heard from men of science and industry, and none have brought you rain. Perhaps it is time to hear from one who speaks to other powers.”

The Sultan regarded her in the dimming light. “Who are you?”

She moved a few steps closer, the cup in her arms tilting slightly. “The winds are not aimless wanderers, my Sultan. They follow paths — chaotic, unreadable paths — that cannot be seen from hilltop towers or measured by brass dials. The clouds are drawn along those paths, carried like ships in a current. Who am I, you ask? I am one who can speak to the only power that can master anything, even chaos.”

The Sultan said nothing, watching her eyes. They did not flicker away.

“I can guide those currents,” she continued, “tilt them so they pass over our kingdom and unburden themselves — just the right amount — here.”

“What would you need, exactly?”

She set the chalice at her feet. “A rooftop higher than the palace walls. Stones from the Shrine of Saint Chisti. A basin of fresh river water — it must be from Mount Azad. And the space to work without interruption.” She paused. “If I am given these, I will make the monsoon bow down to you.”

“You have asked for several things, but you have not yet explained your logic.”

“My logic defies explanation.” Her voice was steady, but something in it carried the same quiet pressure as the still air before lightning.

“You’re a sorceress.” The Sultan knew their kind. His father had consorted with many sorcerers, some who could write with blood, others who could pull down hail like arrows from the sky, and yet others who commanded various tribes of jinn. A sorcerer could be good, but most were evil — it all depended on which star they called upon.

“Tell me,” he said, “do you call upon the Morning Star or the Blood Star?”

“They are one and the same.”

“Not so. The Blood Star is an abomination.”

“Perhaps, but it can save your kingdom. So will you give me what I’ve asked for?”

The Sultan’s gaze lingered on the high windows, where the last of the day’s light dimmed into a rusted brass. The pattern of the birds beneath his feet seemed sharper in that fading glow, as though the peacocks and falcons and simurghs waited for his answer. “I shall think on it and give you my answer on the morrow.”

To help him decide, the Sultan summoned his most trusted advisor, the Grand Vizier, a man who had never wavered from the true faith and always charted the right course, no matter how winding the maze.

“Your Glory,” the Grand Vizier said, “I have served you long before you inherited this land. I have seen you uphold the Recitals of Chisti with a steadfastness your father and brothers lacked. Lat is sufficient for us — we need not the Blood Star.”

“But what will I say to Lat when she asks me why I allowed so many of my flock to perish from hunger?”

“You will say that you clung to the straight path.”

The straight path? Hunger gnawed at the kingdom. It hollowed children’s eyes and bent the backs of their fathers. It hoarsened the voices of the dervishes whenever they admonished endlessly of patience. And now, from beyond the Waste, his father’s banners — in the greedy hands of his brother — gathered like storm clouds of another kind.

The powers the veiled woman spoke of were not those a righteous man sought. They did not come from Lat, nor from any of the saints uttered in prayer. They were the province of dark whispers, of bargains made with entities indescribable, of paths that began in shadow and ended in the abyss.

But if the life of a single child could be spared by sin, then perhaps the sin was worth it. The straight path was a maze. He could wear the blame, bear the punishment, as a ruler is meant to bear the burden of his people. Had Lat not entrusted him with the care of the realm? And if that trust demanded that he dip his hand into unclean waters to draw out the drowning, was that not the greater obedience?

The Sultan carved the justification in his mind, the way a man might dig a channel for a dangerous flood — hoping to control where it would run. He told himself the act was not for his own power, nor for the glory of his name, but to keep bread in the mouths of the hungry, to keep his brother’s cruel hand from seizing the kingdom.

“You speak of the straight path,” the Sultan said. “My brother gathers strength in the Waste while the earth cracks and the granaries empty. Am I to let Zanjhobar fall while I cling to purity? I am Sultan, not Saint King. A ruler must keep his people alive, whether the path be straight or winding.”

“You speak honestly, I know, but life bought at the price of faith is no life at all.” The Grand Vizier stepped closer. “The people need bread, yes — but they also need Lat’s light to shine through the smothered sky.”

“You think me faithless?”

“I think you afraid. Fear is no compass, Your Glory. Lat tests sultans as she tests beggars. Perhaps she asks you not to seize the heavens, but to endure their silence with faith intact. To wait for her mercy rather than trust in another.”

“Leave me.” The Sultan’s voice broke like dry reeds. “I know not if I can bear this burden in the way you counsel.”

The Grand Vizier bent his neck slightly, sorrow hidden behind his stony expression. He knew too well how easily men, even one as righteous as his old friend, could be undone by desperation. Withdrawing into the dim corridors, he whispered a prayer to Lat — not for rain, but for the Sultan’s soul.

The next morning, the Sultan summoned the Sorceress into his presence. He gave her the smallest nod and said, “You will have what you asked for.”

Her smile was rosy and full of promises. “Then so will you.”

That night the palace stirred. Servants hauled a sack of stones and a barrel of river water up the narrow stairway that wound to the highest roof. Guards lit torches along the parapets as the Sultan ascended.

The Sorceress waited at the center of the rooftop, her indigo veil fluttering in the breeze. Before her were the stones from the holiest of shrines, piled in a single stack like a tower, along with a barrel of water from the saint-blessed river that flows down from Mount Azad. Her chalice of black liquid rested at her side.

Without looking up, she began to speak — not to the Sultan, but to the master of chaos. The words were chaotic and clacky, their cadence stop-start, as if the language were not sound but a series of thousand-sided shapes turned to sound. She dipped her hand into the liquid of the chalice, then hovered it over the river water, allowing only a single drop to fall within the barrel. It spread slowly, as though the water was reluctant to dissolve it, creating strange spiral-shaped ripples. Then she wiped her hand against the top stone, blackening its surface.

The Sultan found himself leaning forward, trying to understand what this strange ritual meant.

The Sorceress lifted her hands up, palms open to the sky. The air above the roof felt denser now, the breeze pulling inward, as though drawn toward her. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rolled — too faint for a storm so near, but steady, like a drumbeat.

She turned her head toward the Sultan. “Before the dawn breaks, they will come.”

“Who?” the Sultan asked.

“The master of chaos has commanded the master of wind. Loqis and her tribe will come.”

“You speak of the jinn?”

The Sorceress nodded. Wary of a topic too arcane for his faithful ears, the Sultan decided not to press further. Better, he thought, to remain ignorant of such dark dealings.

The night passed in slow hours. He remained on the roof, seated on a low stool, the brazier’s glow dimming to embers. The Sorceress stood unmoving, her veil stirring only when the wind changed.

Shortly before dawn, the air shifted. It grew heavy, thick with the taste of distant salt. The horizon was no longer a clean edge but a roiling blur, clouds piling over one another. The first breath of cool wind slid across the roof, carrying the scent of rain.

The Sorceress lowered her hands. “They are here.”

Lightning flickered deep in the cloudbank — silent at first, then answered by a low, steady rumble that rolled over the hills. The wind freshened, wrapping itself around the palace like a living thing. Far below, shutters banged open as the city woke to a sound they had not heard in many moons: the drumming of rain on stone.

It began as a patter, then became a rush. The gutters filled, overflowing into the streets. Soil turned to mud, the scent of wet earth rising like incense to the sky. Farmers in the distant fields threw up their hands, laughing, shouting prayers of thanks to Lat.

The Sultan stood at the parapet as the rain soaked through his caftan. Relief welled in him. He looked to the Sorceress, but she was watching the sky with an unnatural stillness.

When she turned to him, silver droplets of water clung to her lashes. “You have your rain, my Sultan. Now, as you promised, you must give me whatever I ask for.”
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The Tale of the Sultan and the Sorceress

Whichever star she had spoken to, whatever jinn that star had summoned to direct the wind, the Sorceress had done a great good for Zanjhobar.

“Speak it,” the Sultan said at last, his voice eager. “Name what you desire, and it shall be yours.” He hoped the reward would be rich enough to bind her to his court and kingdom.

“I desire only one thing.” The Sorceress inclined her head, beaming. “To be your wife.”

The words struck him like a boulder landing in the water. He had a wife already, yet there were jurists who permitted a man, by dispensation, to take two or even three. The Sultan thought of his people. Could he risk losing this strange woman and her power to another, perhaps even an enemy? Better, he decided, to bind her to him than to gamble. “You shall have what you desire.”

Their wedding was as grand as any the kingdom had seen. Silks the color of peacock feathers were hung in the courtyards of the palace. Lanterns of brass spilled magnificent light across tiled fountains that ran with water from the saint-blessed river. Musicians pranced about with sitars, their fingers never ceasing, so that the air was thick with the hum of strings. Perfumed smoke drifted from ruby-inlaid censers, sandalwood and myrrh mingling with the richer smoke of roasting meats.

The feast tables groaned under the burden of so many dishes. Figs were split open, their crimson hearts like jewels. Apricots swelled golden as the dawn. Grapes spilled in heavy purple clusters. Pomegranates were cracked wide so that their seeds shone like drops of fresh blood. Golden plates bore roasted lambs spiced with turmeric and cardamom; ducks glazed with papaya jam; rice piled high with saffron and pistachios; the edges of the jelly sweets glistened with syrup that clung to the fingers.

But for all the splendor, the true banquet lay not on the tables but on the tongues of the guests. Every cup of mango wine loosened another whisper, and the air buzzed with speculation about the Sorceress’ origin. Some, eager to flatter their new queen, swore she was a princess of Crucis, a daughter of the imperators who ruled the west. Others hissed that she was nothing but the bastard child of a pleasure girl from the isles of Ejaz, dressed up in sorcery to conceal her shameful birth. A few, their eyes gleaming with hope, whispered that she had walked among the hidden caves of Holy Zelthuriya, learning magic under the tutelage of the jinn sultans. And then there were the truly fearful — the ones who drank little, whose eyes flinched whenever they beheld her — who said she was no woman at all, but a nightmare given flesh, stepped whole out of unholy Labyrinthos, the pit of the earth from which no mortal should return.

None dared raise their voices above the sitar strings, for she sat beside the Sultan, her eyes like obsidian, her smile unreadable.

And though the Sultan raised his goblet with pride, though he smiled at his people and bade them eat until they could eat no more, there was a disquiet in him that not even music or wine could drown.

He convinced himself that all that mattered was this: For the first time in many years, his people ate their fill and no child went to bed with ribs sharp against his skin. Whatever her origin, the Sorceress was his kingdom’s survival.

At first, it seemed he was right. The rains were like paradise poured from the heavens. Rivers ran full and sweet, carrying silt that fattened the fields. Wheat stalks bent heavy; barley sprouted in thick golden carpets; rice paddies gleamed like never before. In the markets of Zanjhobar, figs and pomegranates overflowed their baskets, melons burst with the freshest scents, and dates shone like gems. The Sultan’s name was sung from caravan to caravan, and travelers spoke of a kingdom so green that grass even grew from the stones.

But as the moons passed, the people began to notice small, discomforting things. Clouds no longer wandered as they once had. They did not drift from mountain to sea, or scatter in shifting patterns across the horizon — they lingered, dense and unmoving, like sentries keeping watch. Shepherds said their flocks grew skittish beneath those skies, bleating at sinuous shadows that danced within the cloudfolds.

At night, when storms broke, the lightning did not scatter aimlessly. It branched and forked with uncanny precision, sketching bizarre letters across the darkened sky.

The sheikhs, most of all, grew uneasy. “Rain is a mercy from Lat,” they said, “yet these rains do not fall as mercy should.” Worshippers began to notice that when prayers for rain were offered, the skies were silent — but when the Sultan’s wife climbed the palace roof with her cup of black, the clouds always came. In secret, some villagers began leaving bowls of spoiled milk at crossroads, or bits of bone on rooftops, whispering offerings not to Lat but to the jinn who drove the rain. Malevolent jinn, drawn in by these offerings, would possess the villagers and work evil across the land.

The Sultan saw these things. His chest ached with concern, so he asked the Grand Vizier to investigate. But when his old friend reported troubling findings, the Sultan forced it out of his mind and told himself that the strangeness was only the imagination of simple folk dazzled by a power they did not understand. If Lat had not willed her to wield such power, she would have struck her down. And if her gift is dangerous, then let the danger fall upon me, not upon my people.

Yet in the still hours of the night, when the rain thudded like a heartbeat against the palace roof, he sometimes thought he heard it repeating a rhythm — steady, insistent — as though the heavens were knocking at the door of his chamber.

The Sorceress knocked on his door often. Though the Sultan had another wife and three concubines, it soon became clear she held his heart in her hands. The others he visited dutifully, but to her he came willingly, hungrily, as if some spell of thirst had been cast upon him. Her laughter was like incense — sweet at first, then cloying, until it filled his every thought.

She whispered to him, in the dark of night, words older than any tongue his ancestors had spoken. He told himself these whispers were only endearments, the secret language of lovers — but the dreams that followed told a different tale. He woke slick with sweat, heart pounding, the taste of brine upon his lips, as if he had drowned in a sea no chart had ever named.

Sometimes, in the secrecy of their chamber, they played a game that blurred the line between desire and dread. Into his hand she would press a dagger, its hilt bound in silver and emeralds, the blade so fine it vanished against the candlelight. “Strike me,” she would whisper as he moved within her, her breath hot in his ear. “Let me taste death.”

And he obeyed. The iron sank into her flesh as though parting water. Thin streams of blood welled and spilled across her belly, warm and black in the wavering light. She arched against him, not in agony but in laughter — laughter that rang hollow, brittle, and strange, as though death itself were being mocked.

But there was no wound, no blood — nothing but smooth unbroken skin, pale as alabaster. The sheets bore no stain. The dagger was clean as though it had never been drawn.

As the moons streamed by, the Sultan longed for her more and more. Whenever he was having a difficult day, she would smooth his furrowed brow and promise him skies of gentle rain and green fields swollen with grain. He told himself it was love — that at last he had found a woman who shared his burden and understood his soul. But when her gaze lingered too long, when her hand rested too gently on his chest, he sometimes felt less like a man cherished and more like a prize being bought. He dismissed these feelings as the whispers of Lat’s enemy, Ahriyya.

The Sorceress even doted upon him in public, stroking his beard with those pale, cool hands and pouring his wine with a smile. To those watching, it looked like devotion; to the Sultan, it sometimes felt like possession. He found it harder and harder to tell where his thoughts ended and hers began. He would rise in council to give judgment, only to realize the words on his lips echoed something she had murmured the night before in their bedchamber. He dismissed his own concerns as prideful thoughts, unbecoming of a righteous Latian.

A few of the palace servants even began whispering that the Sultan was bewitched. He ate only what she placed before him, drank only the cups she filled. He laughed when she laughed, frowned when she frowned. The more he gave himself to her, the more he seemed emptied of his own will. His other women wept quietly behind their silken veils, for though they still sat at his side at times, they could see he no longer saw them at all.

The longer the Sorceress lay beside him, the more the Sultan began to feel that her nearness drew something out, as a leech draws blood from flesh. At first it was slight — he woke wearier, his eyes red despite hours of rest. His laughter grew rarer, his voice roughened, though none dared remark upon it.

And then came the dreams. The Sultan, who once slept with the serenity of a man assured of his righteousness, now tossed through the night, muttering and gasping, as if drowning in unseen depths. He dreamt of vast waters spreading beneath a haze-choked sky, and of shapes that watched him from beneath the waves. Always he awoke beside her, her fingers tracing spirals over his chest.

Still, he clung to her. For with her came the rains, and with the rains, the salvation of his people. And so he told himself that this — his dimming vitality, his haunted sleep, the growing shadow of her presence — was a fair price. After all, what was one man’s vigor weighed against the hunger of a kingdom?

It was not long before word spread through the marble halls of the palace that the Sorceress had quickened, and that she promised it was a boy. At first, the announcement was met with jubilation. The Sultan, who had long yearned for an heir to strengthen his dynasty, took it as a sign that Lat favored his reign. Courtiers rushed to offer their blessings, while poets composed verses likening the child in her womb to a seed planted by Lat herself, destined to grow into a mighty banyan that would shelter the kingdom.

But beneath the gilded praise, discomfort gnawed at the marrow of the court. The Sultan’s other women grew pale with silence, their eyes downcast in gatherings. For none of them, despite years of dutiful prayers, had borne him a son, only daughters. If the Sorceress’ promise was true, that honor now belonged to her, a woman whose origins remained as clouded as the monsoons she commanded.

Whispers multiplied. Some muttered that no ordinary babe could grow within a woman who walked with such unearthly confidence, whose gaze unsettled even the most hardened vizier. Midwives swore that when they placed their hands upon her belly, they felt not the steady rhythm of a child’s turning, but movements strange and unpredictable, like the shifting of deep waters.

The Sultan himself tried to master his doubts. He told himself this was Lat’s blessing, a reward for his years of patience and his vow to rule justly. And yet, at night, when the Sorceress lay sleeping beside him, he would find himself staring at the swell of her womb with mingled pride and unease. Was it truly a boy? And if so, what star had she called upon to gift him this heir? What bargain had they struck? He told himself it mattered not — better a son than a gaggle of daughters. Better a dynasty secured than a kingdom lost to famine or his brother’s Waste-born hordes.

Still, nightmares plagued him. He dreamed of cradling an infant whose eyes glowed like molten iron, of a boy who laughed and with each laugh the clouds darkened, the winds rose, and the world bent like grass. He would wake drenched in sweat, clutching at his beard, whispering prayers to Lat as though to drown out some deeper whisper in his soul.

Among the common folk, the tidings stirred both celebration and concern. Farmers prayed for the continuation of a dynasty that had brought them much blessing. But in the bazaars, old crones clucked their tongues and muttered that a child of rain and shadow could not grow into a man of flesh and blood.

When her time came, the Sorceress gave birth in the chambers of the palace, attended by midwives whose hands trembled as they laid eyes upon the child. He was no misshapen monster, as the most fearful had whispered, but a boy of rare beauty. His skin glowed with the luster of health, his limbs strong even in swaddling. His eyes, dark as storm clouds, fixed upon all who looked at him as though he recognized them already.

News spread through the kingdom like wildfire. Callers chanted prayers from the tallest towers, drums thundered in the squares, and farmers in the fields embraced, convinced that this boy’s first breath had secured the dynasty that had enriched them. Never had a child been born beneath such auspicious omens, for as the babe let out his first cry, the monsoon poured upon the kingdom in a steady, nourishing rain that soaked the earth as though it had been waiting for him.

When the infant prince was placed in his arms, the Sultan’s weary heart leapt. The boy’s cheeks were flush with health, his small hands playful. Tears welled in the Sultan’s eyes as he whispered, “Razi.”

It was the name he had long carried in his heart for a son — Razi, the happy one, a reminder that joy could spring even from sorrow. After years of famine, he wished for no greater legacy than a child who might embody contentment, peace, and the simple blessings of Lat.

But before the court could inscribe the name in their ledgers, the Sorceress’ voice slid like spider’s silk across the Diwan. “Your Glory, there is a prophecy as old as the shrines of Zanjhobar, I am certain you have heard of it. It speaks of a Padishah who will unite all the lands beneath the true faith. And that Padishah shall bear one name only — Temur.”

A ripple of unease passed among the courtiers. The old sidis shifted on their cushions, whispering to one another. Of course, everyone knew of this prophecy, but it only concerned the war for the Saddle of the World, raging far away beyond Jalut’s Jaw, which shielded Kashan with its staunch stone. By naming the prince Temur, it would make him a contender in a conflict Zanjhobar was better off keeping out of.

The Sultan’s brow creased. “Razi is a good name. It means joy. And joy is what this kingdom needs, not portents of war.”

The Sorceress drew closer, her hand brushing the Sultan’s arm with a softness that belied the iron in her words. “Would you deny your son the destiny written for him? When the hordes come, the people will not rally behind ‘the happy one,’ no matter how noble his heart. But Temur — that name is thunder.”

The Sultan wavered. He felt the eyes of the court upon him, waiting for his word. And as he looked again at the boy’s dark, burning eyes, something in them seemed to echo what she had said — too fierce, too knowing, too much like a spark already lit.

“I would speak alone with my Grand Vizier.”

The chamber hushed as it emptied out. The Sultan sat on a low couch, head bent, his hands pressed against his temples. Before him lay the scroll on which the name of his son would be written and proclaimed to the kingdom.

“My oldest friend,” he said, his voice weary but urgent, “my heart is torn. My wife speaks of prophecy. She says the boy must be called Temur, for Lat will place the lands beneath his feet if it is so. And yet…” His lips quivered. “I have always wished to call my son Razi — happy, content, a name born of peace rather than conquest. Tell me, Grand Vizier, what do you see?”

The man stepped forward, his simple white caftan out of place in such a grandiose hall. “Your Glory, I have known your heart since youth.” His voice carried both gentleness and determination. “When our beards were first budding, you and I spoke of what we would name our sons, and Razi was atop your list. It is a righteous name, clean as spring water, untainted. But Temur… Temur is a name heavy with chains. It is her will, not yours. In this matter, if not others, please listen to your own heart.”

The Sultan stiffened, his eyes narrowing. “You mean to say I am ruled by her? So you believe all that foul gossip?”

“I mean only that her shadow grows long across your court. Sultan, you have leaned too much into her counsel. I fear she weaves your fate as a spider weaves a fly’s end — subtle, silken, merciless. Do not let her name your heir. Let it be your heart, not hers, that guides your son’s fate.”

“So many words, all just to say that I am weak.”

“Your Glory⁠—”

“Mayhap she is right. A strong son is what Zanjhobar needs. A joyful man will not keep it safe from Israfil’s hordes. Are you so blind to the dangers at our gates?”

“And are you blind to the danger within your own chamber?”

A storm gathered in the Sultan’s chest. His fist struck the table, rattling the bronze inkwell. “To speak of my wife that way is insolence!”

“It is my duty to speak the truth, even if it be insolent. That is the straight path.”

“Truth. Straight path. I grow tired of your counsel. Leave this palace, and let your pious mutterings trouble me no more.”

Silence filled the chamber like ash after a fire. The Grand Vizier bowed low. His voice lingered: “I served you faithfully, and love you still.”

He turned and walked into the shadowed corridors. Behind him, the Sultan pressed the reed pen to the scroll with a trembling hand, scrawling the word that would echo through the kingdom: Temur.

The name was taken up at once, murmured, repeated, and shouted until the whole palace resounded with it. And as the echo rolled across all of Zanjhobar, the Sorceress allowed herself the faintest smile, as though all had gone precisely as she intended.

Yet if the people rejoiced, the court began to understand what this birth truly meant. For the Grand Vizier was right; the Sultan was no longer his own master. The Sorceress, with the boy cradled at her breast, now commanded him with the ease of a puppeteer.

No longer did he consult his viziers before decrees; instead, he turned to her, his gaze fixed on her lips as if no wisdom existed elsewhere. When courtiers brought their petitions, it was she who spoke, while he nodded like a man spellbound. Some said it was the child’s beauty that softened him; others whispered it was the Sorceress’ command of the monsoon that shackled his will.

At night, the Sultan’s other women found their chambers abandoned. At dawn, courtiers saw him walking beside her in the palace gardens, his head bent close, listening as if her every murmur was scripture. When disputes arose among his advisors, he silenced them with a single phrase: “She wants it this way.”

The kingdom outwardly flourished. The granaries filled, the rivers behaved, and the people sang of their wise Sultan and his miracle bride. But among the viziers, a cold dread grew. They saw how the Sultan’s eyes no longer kindled with his own conviction but only mirrored hers. And they noticed how Temur’s presence unsettled even the strongest men — how servants stumbled under his gaze, how birds skittishly fluttered away when he was carried through the courtyards.

Some swore that when the Sorceress nursed the child, the air in the chamber stirred strangely.

Still, none dared speak. For the Sultan was lost in her orbit, bound by love, by fear, and by the hope that through her, his kingdom would never know hunger again.

An even darker song was being sung beyond the walls. In the tea houses of Garmzaman, the markets of Zunduq, and the caravanserais along the jungle roads, whispers traveled faster than any courier.

“They say the Sultan no longer rules,” muttered a merchant over his steaming cup. “It is the Sorceress who wears the lionhead turban, and he bends to her like a reed before the storm.”

“Aye,” another answered, lowering his voice. “And the boy she bore him is no true heir. Did you not hear? The midwives wept, for they had delivered an abomination, touched by Ahriyya.”

These whispers had an author. Israfil, the Sultan’s brother, had not been idle. He’d sent his agents across the land, each carrying tales sharpened into weapons. At crossroads they told farmers the boy’s laughter bled the ears of cattle. In bazaars they swore the Sorceress had stolen the Sultan’s will by feeding him flowers that grew in Labyrinthos. In taverns they claimed the child’s irises were a pair of spirals.

Israfil himself, astride his silver horse, gave fiery speeches to the warring tribes who wandered the borderlands beyond Jalut’s Jaw.

“My brother is a craven,” he cried, his voice carrying over the crackle of campfires. “He has chained himself to a witch, and through her has brought an heir whose veins are filled with Ahriyya’s own nectar. Kashan was my father’s inheritance — should we leave it with a man so feeble that he permits a witch to lord over it? Or will you ride with me and tear down this veil of sorcery before it consumes us all?”

His promises were as bright as they were dangerous. He vowed that when Kashan was his, he would divide its rich lands among his riders. He would fill the purses of the khazis and grant every merchant who supported him untaxed passage across the realm. He spoke of plenty, safety, and a new dawn that would wipe away the corruption of the Sorceress and her spellbound husband.

By the time word reached the palace of Israfil’s proclamations, the Sultan’s advisors were already hearing seditious murmurs in the streets. Farmers eyed the rains with suspicion, wondering if they fell by the grace of Lat or by some darker hand.

The Sultan, once a man of tireless vigor, now moved with the heaviness of illness. His beard, once black and proud, was now streaked with gray, and his cough echoed through the halls of the palace like the braying of a dying goat. Physicians came with their jars of honey and herbs, their syrups and prayers, but nothing stayed the wasting. The court whispered of poisons and curses.

In the privacy of his chamber, the Sultan stared long at his son, Temur, and wondered if he would live long enough to see the boy become a man.

It was then that the Sorceress laid her counsel before him. “Your Glory,” she said, “your brother Israfil grows bolder by the day. He has the hunger of a wolf. If your son is not made strong, he will be devoured before he can climb upon his throne.”

The Sultan had longed to raise Temur as a just man, filled with mercy and wisdom.

But the Sorceress pressed gently, words like silk hiding steel. “Mercy is for the mighty, not for the heir of a throne besieged. Israfil would laugh at a gentle boy. He would break him like clay. Only strength can preserve Zanjhobar now — strength that bends men’s necks as the wind bends the trees.”

And so Temur’s upbringing turned toward a new path. Tutors were dismissed early in the day, their lessons of poetry and philosophy cut short. In their place came hardened captains who taught him to ride before he could walk steady, to draw bow and blade before he could recite the verses of Saint Chisti with proper enunciation. The boy’s laughter, once innocent, grew sharp; he came to relish the snap of the bowstring, the crash of spear against shield.

The Sultan, weak and weary, watched and consoled himself. He told his heart that what he saw was not cruelty but strength. He told himself that Temur would temper his steel with mercy in time. He told himself that without such hardness, Israfil’s ambition would consume not just the prince, but the whole land.

But it was the Sorceress who smiled brightly. She whispered in the boy’s ear at night, not lullabies, but prophecies of conquest, of banners spread across the east, of a Throne Above the World.

And thus the child became the battlefield — one part his father’s hope, one part his mother’s ambition.

The Sultan’s sickness deepened with every season. His body grew lean, his skin yellowed with fever, and yet he clung to his duties, forcing himself to appear at court even when his legs trembled beneath him. The Sorceress, radiant and tireless, seemed only to grow stronger in his shadow. She ruled with her dark whispers, and through her, the monsoon obeyed.

One night, when the lamps burned low and the Sultan sat coughing into a silken cloth already mottled with blood, she came to him with words like broken glass wrapped in honey.

“Your Glory,” she touched his cheek with a tenderness that had started to unsettle him, “your brother gathers more riders with each moon. Soon the Waste will vomit forth a tide of iron, and only one man will stand between this kingdom and ruin — our son.”

“Temur is still a child. He cannot fight his uncle.”

“Not yet, but children must be fire-forged, else they shatter at the first strike. Do you think Israfil’s heart will soften when he sees the boy? No. He will trample him beneath his whole horde and laugh. If Temur is to keep your kingdom safe, he must be stronger than any man in it. He must prove he fears nothing — not even bleeding his own.”

The Sultan’s breath caught. “What are you saying?”

She leaned close, her voice dropping into a velvet whisper. “His sisters. Lovely, weak little girls who will only cause mischief should they grow old and marry powerful men. Let Temur take their lives with his own hand, and no enemy will ever call him soft. Men will look into his eyes and see only steel. Even Israfil will falter before him.”

“Enough!” The Sultan lurched upright, fury giving him strength his illness had denied him for many moons. “You would have my son murder his sisters? You would turn my children into carrion, all for what? To serve some foolish prophecy?” His hand trembled, veins standing sharp against wasted skin.

The Sorceress remained fathomless and calm, as though she had merely suggested a change in the harvest. “Do you love him? Then make him strong. Stronger than you. Stronger than your brother. Stronger than even your father, Seluq the Dawn.”

“I have yielded to you in all things. I let you bind the rains, I let you name my son, I let you sit in my Diwan and whisper in my ear in place of my viziers.” The Sultan’s voice broke, but not his will. “But this — this I will not allow. Temur may become a sultan of iron, but he will not slaughter his sisters. Not while I draw breath.”

For a moment, silence smothered the chamber. Then the Sorceress drew back, her face unreadable save for the faintest twitch at the corner of her lips.

“As you wish, Your Glory.” She bent her neck with a grace that made the words sound like mockery. But her eyes lingered on him long after, promising that his refusal was not the end of this quarrel, but only the beginning.
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The Tale of the Sultan and the Sword

In the weeks that followed, the Sultan began to stir from the black fog that had long smothered his will. His body still ached and his cough lingered, but something within him, some ember of the righteous youth who had sworn total dedication to Saint Chisti’s teachings and kindness to all, had begun to glow again.

He looked upon Temur, no longer a swaddled infant but a boy quick of hand, and felt shame that he had let so much of his upbringing fall into the Sorceress’ grip. She taught him arcane words and whispered to him of kings who bent nations with cruelty, of men who became legends not through mercy but through terror.

One evening, as the Sorceress traced runes written in blood for Temur to study, the Sultan intruded. “Enough.” His voice cracked with illness but carried a steel tone that had not been heard in years. “He has studied enough of your sorceries. Let him sit with his father now.”

Temur climbed into his lap, his small hands clutching at the folds of his father’s caftan. The Sultan breathed in the scent of his son’s hair and felt his resolve harden. “My son, there is more to strength than the crushing of foes. A sultan must learn to guide his people as a shepherd guides his flock, or else he reigns over everything but the most important of all — the heart.”

From that day, the Sultan made an effort to be with Temur each morning, no matter his fever or weakness. He told him tales of the righteous Saint Kings, of wise sheikhs and noble sidis, of regular folk who had borne hunger with patience so that their kin might eat. He took him to the bazaars of Zanjhobar in secret, so that the boy might walk among farmers and merchants, feeling the weight of their burdens.

Temur also loved nothing more than chasing his sisters through the red sandstone halls, their laughter ringing. They built castles out of cushions, turbans from flowers, and proclaimed him their little sultan. His favorite game was to sit among them while they braided his hair with ribbons, or taught him songs that fluttered like swallows through the courtyards.

The Sorceress watched all of this in silence. Her smile never faltered, but her eyes grew darker, her patience stretched thin. The Sultan saw it, and though it chilled him, he would not yield.

In his heart he knew he had little time left upon this earth. But if he could leave Temur one thing — just one — let it be a conscience stronger than the lures of sorcery, and a heart that remembered mercy even as arrows rained.

Meanwhile, much stirred beyond Jalut’s Jaw. At first, they came as rumors. Traders from the northern marches spoke of bonfires that burned blue against the snow, of riders who howled like wolves and left nothing living in their wake. Some scoffed, saying these were old tales sharpened by fear; others sought refuge with Lat and hurried their caravans south. But the whispers grew louder, and soon even the Sultan’s spies confirmed it: Israfil had found new allies not of the faithful lands, but from the farthest reaches of the world — out of the Deep Waste, where the sun is stuck eternally setting, and men bow before the strangest of gods.

And then these warbands crossed the mountains, descending from Araf and Azad, bypassing Jalut’s Jaw. When they first appeared, the land itself seemed to recoil. They were giants with bodies harder than ice, their faces painted obscene shades of blue and red and green. They rode shaggy horses with eyes too wide, trained to bite through a man’s arm as a hound tears bread. Some beasts bore antlers nailed to their bridles, so that from afar their riders seemed to charge half-man, half-stag.

Their weapons were no less dreadful: clubs studded with shards of obsidian, iron hooks, bows and armor of bone. They carried bone flutes, too, and as villages burned behind them, they filled the night with a piping so shrill that mothers smothered their babes rather than let them wake to it. Many spoke of an army of the dead, of skeletons the size of titans from a land falling off the edge of the earth.

They did not kill quickly. They salted wells with the blood of the slain, leaving villages reeking of rot. They seized children alive, only to arrow them later for sport. Shepherds found the bodies of their flocks arranged in crude patterns across the fields, entrails pointing inward to a circle of stones blackened with some unholy fire.

Those who survived swore the riders prayed not to any god known or unknown. Instead, they muttered in a guttural tongue that clung to the ears like tar. In their encampments, they raised shrines of bone where they prayed to their cups, and at their head stood a scarred chieftain whose crown of horn and iron seemed less worn than grown into his skull.

By the time word reached Zanjhobar, fear had already taken root. Farmers abandoned their fields rather than risk the night. Merchants demanded armed escorts to travel even the safest roads. And in every tavern, whispers passed from lip to lip: Israfil now walks with abominations from the Deep Waste, and their riders will not rest until Kashan is carved open like a sacrificial beast.

But if any place was safe, it was the Sultan’s palace. It had stood since the days of the Left Hand Mirs, its gates wrought of iron, its towers crowned with lamps that burned through the night. Guards paced the courtyards while minstrels played soft airs in the garden to soothe their sovereign’s troubled heart. None imagined the walls themselves might be the first to betray them.

It was just past midnight when the alarm came. A sentry at the northern gate let out a single cry before his throat was opened, his blood soaking the stone. From the shadows slipped figures tall and gaunt, their faces smeared with red paint and ash, their antlered helms like the horns of demons.

At their head strode the chieftain with his crown of bone and rusted iron. He carried no shield, only a glaive blackened with old blood. His men fanned behind him like wolves; each carried a bone whistle between their teeth. With one shrill blast, they shattered the night.

The palace erupted into chaos. Eunuchs scattered, screaming; guards rushed from their barracks half-dressed, their blades still dull with oil. The warband from the Waste fought as though possessed. They scaled walls on ladders of rawhide, dragged sentries down into the courtyards, and left their corpses slumped like broken dolls. Arrows hissed from the balconies, only to be caught in shields of stitched hide.

The invaders were not here for plunder. Their path was straight and merciless: toward the Sultan’s chambers, toward the heart of Zanjhobar itself.

The Sultan, pale and sickened by fever, was roused from his bed. His guards urged him to flee through the postern gate, but he shook his head. “I would rather be a martyr than a coward.”

The Sorceress stood beside him. While soldiers and servants shook in terror, she possessed an unearthly calm. “Let them come. Let us see whose god is greater.”

In the halls below, the chieftain and his best fighters drove deeper into the palace, each step echoing nearer to the Sultan’s chamber.

The bronze doors burst inward. A gale of torch-smoke and war cries spilled through as the chieftain strode in, his glaive flashing like a fang of Ahriyya. His painted warriors hurried into the room behind him, but it was clear from the way his wild eyes fixed upon one figure alone that his target was neither the Sultan nor his heir. No, he was looking at the Sorceress.

The Sultan staggered to his feet, heavy with fever yet unwilling to cower before a barbarian in his own hall. Temur, still young but already broad of shoulder, snatched up a sword from the wall.

The Sorceress did not flinch. Her gaze met the chieftain’s as if she had expected him. “You have come a long way to die.”

The chieftain lifted his weapon. Not the blood-black glaive he had carried through the palace, but a shorter blade drawn from his belt, its surface gleaming like polished moonstone. Unlike steel, it did not reflect the torchlight but glowed with a radiance of its own. The sight of it wrenched a gasp even from the Sorceress’ lips. “Tearblade.” For the first time, there was fear in her voice.

The chieftain lunged straight for her. The air split with shouts. Temur threw himself forward to defend his mother. The child struck wildly, forcing the chieftain back a step — but not before the white blade sliced across the Sorceress’ arm.

It was a grazing cut. Yet the Sorceress reeled, clutching the wound, her eyes wide with rage and pain.

The chieftain remarked in his strange language, “So, even death can die.”

Around them the clash of steel grew fiercer, guards rushing in to drive the Waste-men back. In that instant, the Sultan realized that what his brother had unleashed upon him was not merely rebellion, but something far older, deeper, and darker: enemies who had come not to conquer his throne, but to strike at the heart of the power he had allowed into his kingdom.

When the clash was done and the last of the enemy had either escaped or lay hewn down by palace guards, silence returned like a shroud. But it was not a silence of peace — it was the silence of slaughter.

The Sultan staggered through the corridors, his breath ragged, calling out names. The bird-patterned tiles were slick with blood, and overturned braziers had filled the air with acrid smoke. He found his viziers, men who had served him since his coronation, lying dead where they had once stood. Some were sprawled across the steps of the Diwan, their silken caftans drenched crimson; others lay where they had tried to bar the invaders with nothing but their old bodies. Their deaths were as pitiless as if they had been cattle butchered at the bazaar.

Worse awaited him in the harem. His other wife, beloved though less favored than the Sorceress, was discovered with her throat opened upon the cushions where she had been at rest. Several concubines too had been cut down without mercy. The cries of the surviving servants rang like dirges through the ruined halls.

The Sultan’s heart, ragged with grief, found its first fragile balm when he heard the calling of his daughters echo faintly from the inner chamber. He rushed there, fearing specters, but discovered them huddled together, their jeweled veils torn yet their bodies unharmed.

In that instant, the weight upon the Sultan’s chest loosened, and he wept openly, cradling his daughters against his robes. The sight of their frightened yet living faces was like water to a parched man — proof that not all the sweetness of his house had been turned to ash. Yet even as relief washed over him, it carried with it a bitter current: For the enemy to have so silently slipped into his palace, someone in his court must have betrayed him.

The Sultan’s knees buckled. He felt as though the very stones of his palace had turned against him, no longer a sanctuary but a tomb. For all his armies and walls, the enemy had almost slain him and his family. The palace that had once seemed impregnable, a symbol of his might, now felt hollow — an apple riddled with worms.

The Sultan pressed his face into his hands. He was neither ruler nor master of his fate. He was a man besieged.

His sorrow curdled. The massacre had broken something inside him: a belief that loyalty could be purchased with kindness, that trust could be kept by clemency. In its place grew a harsher conviction.

At first, he tried to resist. He told himself that Lat disapproved of cruelty, that a Sultan’s throne was upheld by justice, not by fear. But each time he passed the empty seats of the viziers who had been slaughtered, each time he looked into the fearful eyes of his daughters, grief drove reason further from him. His court had become a nest of shadows, and he saw conspirators in every bowed head. The Sorceress, ever near, fanned the embers of his fear into a consuming fire. “Vipers must be burned from their holes,” she said. “Loyalty must be branded into flesh so that none can forget.”

The Sultan gave her counsel weight. Men who had served him for decades were dragged into chambers of stone and left broken upon the floor, their cries staining the silence of the palace. Servants whispered of tortures so dreadful they could hardly be spoken aloud. The Sultan, who once vowed not even a gnat would go hungry, now ordered men scourged, their families threatened, their lands seized, until they confessed to treasons they had never imagined.

And as his body grew frailer, his obsession with Temur grew fiercer. “He will not be weak as I was,” the Sultan muttered in the candlelight, clutching his son’s small shoulder with a trembling hand. “He will never be blind to betrayal.” He no longer spoke of kindness, no longer of wisdom. The Sorceress pressed her will upon him, and he yielded, telling himself that this was for Temur’s survival. He convinced himself that harshness was strength, that cruelty was the shield by which a prince endured.

At night, when the Sorceress sang her strange lullabies to the boy in a tongue no one else knew, the Sultan would watch with hollow eyes and try to believe that he was shaping an heir fit to withstand the storm his brother Israfil would bring. Yet some part of him — the last remnant of the righteous man who had once dreamed of a merciful reign — ached with the knowledge that he was not raising a boy, but forging a sword.

Temur’s earliest lessons in strength and cruelty began not with sword or shield, but in the shit-smelling chambers where his father’s prisoners languished.

The boy was no more than seven when the Sorceress first led him down the dark corridor, her pale hand resting on his shoulder. The walls trembled with the muffled cries of men accused of treachery. The Sultan had commanded that Temur must see what betrayal brings. “A Padishah cannot be soft. A ruler who spares his enemies breeds only serpents in his own house.”

At the end of the corridor knelt a man, wrists bound, eyes swollen from sleepless torment. He had once been a tutor to the Sultan’s court; Temur dimly remembered the man teaching him his letters. Now he was gaunt, his lips cracked.

“Strike him,” the Sorceress said, pressing a dagger of silver into Temur’s small hand. “Strength begins with the will to act.”

The boy hesitated. His dark eyes darted to his father, who sat in a carved chair brought down to the chamber, shrouded in furs despite the heat. The Sultan’s gaze was hard, but behind it was sorrow. He coughed into his sleeve and nodded at his son.

Temur drove the blade forward, clumsy, shallow, grazing the prisoner’s arm. The man cried out, and Temur flinched. But the Sorceress smiled, bending low to whisper in his ear. “Hear that? That is the sound of the weak bending before you. One day the world will make the same cry.”

From that day, his lessons multiplied. Small cruelties at first: ordering viziers to crawl on their knees, commanding hawks to rip apart live rabbits before him, striking disobedient servants with the rod. Each time, the Sorceress whispered approval, and the Sultan forced himself to nod through tears he did not allow to fall.

In the palace gardens, children of noble families were brought to play with him, but the “games” quickly turned into contests of domination. Temur was told to wrestle them down, to hold them in the dirt until they wept. When one boy refused to cry, the Sorceress instructed Temur to strike harder until he did. And when the boy’s father dared complain, the man was accused of sympathizing with Israfil and dragged away to the dungeon.

Thus the child grew, not in the gentle shade of wisdom but under the scorching sun of merciless discipline. Every lesson etched into him a deeper scar: Kindness was weakness, compassion invited treachery, and strength was the only truth that mattered.

Temur remembered the first time he truly tasted power, not as something given to him but as something taken.

He was only a boy, his hand small around the silver dagger, but when the prisoner screamed shrill beneath his deep cut, which had opened the belly, something inside him shifted. The sound terrified him at first, making his chest seize, but then he noticed the way the guards stood straighter, the way his mother’s lips curled with awe, the way even his sickly father, slumped in the chair, gaped. These impressions lodged deep in Temur’s heart. It was the first time he felt like he’d transcended his humanity and found something reminiscent of a higher plane.

The lesson stayed with him. When he lay in bed at night, he remembered how the prisoner’s intestines slowly slid from the open wound and down onto the soiled floor. But sometimes, he’d feel pity and think what if that were me, being hurt? The Sorceress reassured him each night when she tucked him into bed, her cool hands brushing his forehead. “The world bows to iron, my son. Never pity the brittle, for they would not pity you.”

By the age of eight, the boy no longer flinched at cries of pain. He no longer felt pity for those who begged. Instead, he began to crave the moment when another’s will bent before his own. Strength was not just a lesson he had been taught; it was becoming the lens through which he saw the world. The servants who rushed at his command, the tutors who lowered their voices in his presence, even the guards who bent their necks lower with each passing year — all of it confirmed what his mother had whispered to him: that he was destined not to live among men, but to tower above them.

While he grew in strength and his father withered away, his mother began experiencing a wasting of her own. The wound the chieftain had given her was shallow, no more than a grazing cut along her arm, yet the white blade that had made it was nothing ordinary. At first, none thought much of it; the Sorceress bound it herself with silken cloth, dismissing concern with a mocking smile. But as the months passed, the flesh around it blackened as though frostbitten, and the veins beneath her skin darkened, webbing out like roots seeking soil. What should have healed became a brand, a reminder of something older and crueler than any blade forged by men.

Her decline was slow but relentless. Where once she glided through the palace like a falcon through the sky, she now faltered on her steps, leaning on polished staffs or the shoulders of trembling servants. Her beauty, once a weapon sharper than steel, withered by degrees: Her lips bled in the dry air; her hair dulled and came loose in brittle strands; her eyes lost the blazing clarity that once made viziers shrink beneath her gaze. Curtains of heavy veil soon shrouded her face, and even then, courtiers whispered of the ghastly hollowness beneath.

The Sultan summoned healers from every land: physicians with vials of perfumed oil, scholars with scrolls of ancient remedies, even dervishes who chanted prayers until their throats bled. None could ease her suffering. Poultices dried to ash the moment they touched her wound. Saint-blessed waters hissed like fire on her skin. She spat at the healers and sent them away, declaring through a ragged voice that no hand could unmake what the white blade had wrought. “It is older than you can ever conceive. Older than mankind.”

The palace grew heavy with dread. Servants began to avoid her in the hallway, whispering that shadows lingered too long where she passed, that her scent was no longer of musk but of dying tulips. Some claimed to hear strange whispers around her chambers, as though unseen mouths spoke from cracks in the stone.

The Sultan’s heart twisted in torment. He sat beside her many nights, watching her breath come shallow, listening to her mutter in her sleep of stars that turned away their faces. His faith wavered; had Lat abandoned her? Or was she, as the gossips always muttered, something never meant for this world, and now the world had remembered? He silenced whispers with executions, yet no torture could smother the gnawing terror in his chest.

And worst of all, the heavens began to ignore her. When the monsoon clouds gathered, she no longer rose to meet them. Her voice, once commanding enough to bend wind and storm, broke into coughing fits. When she lifted her hands to hold her cup of darkness, her fingers trembled, curling like withered branches. The rain fell where it pleased, heedless of her pleading.

She withdrew at last into her chamber, veiled behind a tall curtain of drab blue wool. None dared part it without permission. From within drifted a stench of rot sweetened by perfumes, as though death itself wore a mask of roses. Even Temur, once eager to climb into her lap and smile along to her strange songs, now shrank from her presence. The boy pressed his nose into his sleeve when he was commanded to visit, for he hated the smell of her wasted flesh — the sour tang of skin decaying upon living bone.

Thus the kingdom saw her dominion crack. The people muttered that the pact between her and the monsoons had broken. The Sultan’s enemies whispered louder that his so-called savior was nothing more than a rotting witch. And the Sultan, who had retreated into her shadow to hide his sins, now found himself exposed — forced to look upon the ruin of his own soul without her words to sweeten it.

He felt it keenly: the kingdom slipping through his fingers, the storms wild again, his brother’s banners gathering strength. And beside him, the woman who had promised mastery over the heavens withered like a rotting banyan, leaving him more alone than he had ever been.

Sudden news reached Zanjhobar like a funeral toll. Messengers stumbled into court, dust-streaked and broken-eyed, bearing word that Israfil’s host, so vast it was said the Waste itself had emptied, now battered the gates of Jalut’s Jaw. The Jaw, that chain of fortresses carved into the mountain passes, had for centuries been the bulwark that shielded Kashan from the storms of the Waste, only ever breached by the greatest storm of all — Seluq the Dawn. To speak of its fall was to speak of the unthinkable.

But the reports left little room for doubt. Israfil’s forces were beyond number, tribes upon tribes yoked under his standard, and they wielded tools of war rarely seen on these plains: siege towers clad in rawhide, great mangonels hurling boulders that turned stone walls to dust, and warbands from the Deep Waste whose chants curdled the blood. One by one, the outlying keeps had fallen, their signal-fires replaced by columns of smoke. The Jaw trembled, and with it, the Sultan’s heart.

He sat upon the lionhead throne, but it no longer felt like a throne. His viziers muttered counsel, but their words broke against his ears like foam upon rock. His breath came shallow, his chest tight. He saw Israfil everywhere: in the shadows of the hall, in the mutterings of his servants, even in the silence of his bedchamber. It was not only his brother’s army that pressed upon him now, but his brother’s vision — that perhaps Zanjhobar was fated for another master.

That night, he refused food, refused wine, refused all counsel. He sat alone before a single lamp, staring into its flame as though it were an oracle. His hands trembled. Was he the Sultan chosen by Lat to rule these lands, or had Israfil’s sword been blessed instead? His mind sank deeper into that abyss: If Jalut’s Jaw fell, Zanjhobar and all of Kashan would stand naked, its fields, shrines, and bazaars open to plunder, its people to slavery. And he — he would be remembered not as a ruler, but as a ruiner.

The Sultan had resisted for so long. Through sickness, betrayal, siege, and despair, he had clung to the belief that some measure of mercy might yet preserve the soul of his kingdom. But the whispers of the Sorceress — so patient, so inexorable — had seeped into the marrow of his thoughts. Each night her words returned, coiling in the dark like smoke: The boy must learn to kill what he loves. Only then will he be unbreakable.

Now, with the Jaw crumbling and Israfil’s banners pressing closer with every report, he could no longer separate his own will from hers. What had once seemed unthinkable now appeared necessary. The notion festered until it no longer horrified him; it seemed logical, ordained. In the dead of night, staring into the flickering lamps of his chamber, he convinced himself that this was not cruelty but sacrifice. That if his son was to bear the burden of saving the realm, he must be forged in fire hotter than any other.

The decision hollowed him.

He summoned Temur. The prince entered with the eagerness of a child desperate for his father’s approval, his black hair tousled, his eyes bright. The Sultan felt his throat tighten at the sight; how easily the boy trusted him. Behind him, the Sorceress hobbled into the chamber, veiled from head to toe in a thick, blue curtain. She was like a ghost now, and the words she’d spoken continued to haunt him.

The Sultan closed his eyes when he gave the order. “Bring them.”

His daughters were ushered in, veiled and trembling. They clutched one another’s hands, saying, “Father? Father? What do you wish of us?”

His chest constricted, his heart clawing against his ribs. He longed to cry out that it was a mistake, to send them running to the safety of their chambers. But the Sorceress was there, her presence pressing against him, cold and unrelenting.

He told himself a thousand lies in that moment: that Israfil was going to rape them if he didn’t do this; that the sacrifice of a few might save the many; that even Lat would forgive it. He clung to those justifications like a drowning man to driftwood.

The guards placed a sword in Temur’s hand. The boy wavered, staring at his sisters, confusion clouding his features. His knuckles whitened around the hilt. “Sultan. I don’t understand.”

The Sultan’s lips trembled, but the words spilled forth like poison: “To be the strongest, you must be willing to kill what you love.”

Temur’s face twisted between horror and yearning — for his sisters’ love, for his father’s approval, but most of all, for that feeling of transcendence. His hand shook. He took a step forward, then froze. For a moment, mercy and pity possessed him.

The Sorceress spoke, for the first time in many moons, her voice like that of a hundred-year-old woman. “Do this, and you will climb higher than ever. Do this, and none shall ever break you. You will be blessed by Dumah.”

Haltingly, Temur raised the blade. Held in place by the guards, his sisters screamed, pleading, their cries echoing off the columns. The Sultan pressed his palms to his eyes, unable to look, unable to stop it. His soul wailed within him as the first blow fell.

The chamber filled with a sound none in attendance would ever truly forget: the raw tearing of innocence. Blood spattered across the bird-patterned tiles, staining them forever. The girls’ voices broke into silence one by one, until only the boy’s ragged breathing remained.

When it was done, Temur stood trembling, crimson soaking his hands, his young face alight with an array of terrible feelings: a spark of pride, a deep fulfillment, and a holy sense of transcendence.

In that moment, the Sultan’s heart died forever. He had damned his daughters, damned his son, damned himself. Yet he told himself that the kingdom might yet be saved. That this horror had a purpose. That a sovereign of iron — a sword — had been forged.

Behind her curtain, the Sorceress laughed — a despicable sound. All too late, the Sultan understood that he had not only forged his son into a sword, he had placed it in her hand.

Israfil’s banners rose on the horizon like a storm front, black and gold against the green fields of Zanjhobar. Every village in the plain was put to the torch, their smoke blowing into the city on winds that stank of charred wheat and slaughtered oxen. From the walls, men saw the horizon ripple with spears; they heard the blasting of drums. Siege engines rolled across the ruined barley fields. Siege towers lurched toward the gates, while the endless ululations of two hundred thousand riders drove terror into the hearts of the city’s defenders.

In the palace, the Sultan sat unmoving on the lionhead throne. Grief gnawed at him more savagely than any enemy; the innocent faces of his daughters haunted his every waking thought, and he could still hear the heavy breaths of Temur as the boy carried out what no child should be asked to do.

When his generals came with pleas for reinforcements, their voices seemed to echo through a great distance. He waved them away with trembling hands. When his viziers begged him to send word to southern tribes and allied domains, to muster what strength remained to defend Zanjhobar, he closed his eyes and whispered, “What kingdom even remains to save?”

No one saw it useful to press him further.

Stones the size of camels crashed against the city walls, splitting towers; fire rained down upon its bazaars, filling the alleys with blackened corpses. The orchards outside the gates were hacked to stumps and the canals poisoned with carrion. Those who fled the city stumbled half-mad across the land, raving of Israfil’s Deep Waste allies who wore the bones of their enemies as armor.

And still, the Sultan gave no orders.

In the palace, silence reigned where once the court had been lively with counsel. Thus the kingdom slid into the abyss as surely as the sun sinks into the horizon: its frontier ablaze, its people starved and terror-struck, and at its heart a Sultan who no longer ruled, but only sat in silence while Israfil’s noose tightened around them all.

At dawn, somehow the city still held. Smoke rose in coils from its battered walls, and the defenders, blood-caked and sleepless, clung to their posts like specters. But Israfil had gathered his strength through the night. When the sun crested the horizon, his horns sounded, and the earth trembled with the quake of countless hooves. Siege towers rolled into place while great rams were driven forward by ranks of chanting men.

The first gate splintered before noon. Iron-clad riders surged into the outer district, trampling the bazaars where once golden figs and sweet saffron had been sold. Women fled into alleys that now stank of blood; children were cut down in the holes where they had hidden. Archers on the walls rained arrows into the press, but the tide did not falter. It climbed over corpses, over rubble, over fire, until the city shuddered and gave way.

From the palace, the Sultan heard the messengers’ breathless cries: “Zanjhobar has fallen! The enemy is within!” But he sat unmoving, his hands pressed to his face, hearing only the screams of his murdered daughters. His generals clamored for his presence — one last hope that perhaps he could rally the men to fight on, even if only for pride or to die as martyrs. But his silence was a verdict heavier than any command.

Israfil himself rode through the shattered streets, helmet crowned with horsehair, sword slick with gore. His men unfurled the black-gold Throne Above the World at the highest tower of Zanjhobar, so all could see that the city was his.

And then his men tore through each district. Hovels were toppled stone by stone, villas were looted and burned, gardens that once shimmered with fountains were salted and trampled until no green shoot remained. Every library was torched, parchments curling into black cinders. The city’s proud towers collapsed into heaps of rubble, and even the shrines were defiled, their sepulchers split open and shrouds set alight, so no sleeping saint could pray for the city’s salvation.

No mercy was given to the living. Not a single house was spared, not a single street left unscoured. Women clutching babes were raped and then hacked down in courtyards; old men were dragged by their beards into the open squares and gutted where they knelt. Even the dogs and goats were slain, their carcasses left to rot in the gutters alongside their masters. Israfil commanded that none should escape his wrath, for Zanjhobar, he declared, must become a monument to annihilation, a warning to all who might ever dare to defy the one true Padishah.

When the slaughter was done, pits were dug — vast and deep, trenches like open wounds in the earth. Into them went those who still lived as well as an ocean of bones and guts. The groans of the living were silenced beneath shovelfuls of soil, and still the digging went on, until the fields about the city were scarred with mass graves, each filled to bursting. The earth drank, and Israfil watched unflinchingly, his standard snapping above him in the reek of smoke.

By evening, most of the city had been sacked. The defenders, those who still lived, were driven into the palace, their banners burned, their voices lost in the roar of conquest.

But the conqueror was far from done. There were still three lives he needed to end to fully claim that Zanjhobar was his.

With their sultan absent in spirit and mind, the palace defenders lost all hope. Some tried to flee, others flung themselves off the tallest tower in sight of a laughing Israfil. The first thing the conqueror did when he entered the palace grounds was search for the Sorceress, knowing her to be his greatest threat. She was not in her chambers. He threatened to rip out eyes and scald tongues, and yet not one of the few remaining servants could say where she was. Some of them claimed they saw her vanish in the tumult, suddenly turning into smoke. All Israfil found was the blue curtain she’d hidden behind. It still smelled of her rotting flesh, which was so foul, even the stench of battle was like a flower garden in comparison.

As the palace reeled with fire and slaughter, young Temur stumbled through the halls, a dagger slick in his grip. Everywhere he turned, he saw only those he knew collapsing in death: the guards who had trained him, the viziers who had tutored him.

Then out of the haze, a figure emerged. Cloaked head to toe, hood drawn, the man moved with purpose, as if he knew these hallways better than any. He did not speak at first, only beckoned with a gloved hand. Temur hesitated, his heart hammering. Who was this stranger?

The clash of steel rang closer; enemy soldiers spilled into the passage. The cloaked figure drew a sword and, like water, cut them down one after another. He moved with the surety of a man who had stood long in the battlefield. Temur was uncertain if he should run from this stranger or follow him.

The stranger’s voice broke through the chaos: “Come, boy. Now.”

Temur obeyed. Together, they slipped down a hidden stairwell, through dust-choked passages no invader would find. Outside, the lionhead banners of Zanjhobar, once proud and glistening in green, lay trampled in mud and blood. The cloaked man dragged him on, forcing open a forgotten gate. Cool night air rushed over Temur’s face, sharp with the scent of ash.

“Who are you?” the boy whispered.

The stranger’s hood fell back. The light of the burning city revealed a man long absent from the palace: the former Grand Vizier.

He grabbed the boy’s shoulder. “You are not Temur, you hear me?”

The boy nodded, knowing how dangerous that name was. “Then what is to be my name?”

“Razi.” The stranger said the name with the greatest relief. “Your name is Razi.”

“Razi… what should I call you?”

“You will call me Zafar.”

And with that, they vanished into the dark, escaping Israfil’s grasp.

Now the throne hall was empty, save for one man. No guards remained. No viziers whispered advice. Only silence — and the slow, uneven rasp of the Sultan’s breaths.

He sat hunched upon his dais, robes soiled, hands trembling in his lap. He mumbled what were half-prayers, half-laments. “O Lat… I was your servant, your sword, your shadow upon this earth. I built shrines for your saints. I fed the poor in your name. And yet, I⁠—”

The door groaned open. Heavy steps echoed through the hall. Israfil marched forward, draped in armor blackened by soot, his spiked helm under his arm.

The Sultan raised his head weakly. For a heartbeat, he seemed to look at a stranger. Then recognition washed over him, followed by something worse than fear: shame.

“Brother,” Israfil said, “you look smaller than I remember.”

The Sultan coughed, bitter and wet. “And you look like our father. A butcher who thought himself a Padishah.”

“Our father was just. A man of Lat. He never would have bowed to a whore of the shadows.”

“She—” The Sultan’s throat caught. He forced the words out. “She saved the kingdom. She fed the people. Without her, all would have starved.”

“Without her,” Israfil snapped, “you would still be a man. Not this… husk who ordered his own daughters slain by his son’s hand.”

The Sultan pressed his palms to his ears. “I begged Lat for mercy. I begged⁠—”

“Lat sent me in answer.”

“Then there is nothing? No light, no forgiveness?”

Israfil knelt, close enough that the Sultan could smell the char on his breath. “Nothing for you,” he whispered. “Only the cold and the dark.”

His hands shot out, iron-clad fingers clamping around the Sultan’s throat. The Sultan’s eyes widened, his hands grabbing weakly at the gauntlets. He gasped, choked, tried to form a word. “Lat⁠—”

The syllable broke in his crushed windpipe. His legs kicked feebly, his nails scraped at Israfil’s arms, but the grip only tightened. His vision blurred — first with tears, then with blackness.

Still he tried to pray. “Forgive me… forgive…” The sounds came out in gargled fragments, each one weaker than the last.

Israfil’s face loomed above him, pitiless and calm. “You die not as a Sultan. You die as a disgrace. To our father. To your people.”

The Sultan’s body went slack. His eyes rolled back. His final prayer dissolved into silence, snuffed out like so many dreams.

The conqueror held on a moment longer, as if strangling not only the man but the memory of him. Israfil had always been the better son to their father; if only he’d been given Zanjhobar to govern in the first place, none of this would have had to happen. With the bitterness he’d carried for decades finally sated by the sorry look in his brother’s dead eyes, he let the corpse slump to the floor.

There was no mourning. No burial. No recitals. Only the crackle of fire, the distant screams of the conquered, and the sound of Israfil’s boots as he turned and walked away, leaving the once proud, happy, and faithful Sultan of Zanjhobar lying in the ashes of his own sins.
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I awoke choking. Something hard was stuck in my throat, and my spittle was smeared across my lips and cheeks. I had to smash the back of my neck with my fist to get the damned thing out. Zafar’s green ring clattered onto the floor, and I wheezed out a hoarse and heavy breath.

Let it be his lie, then. I picked up the ring and stared at the dull, green gem inlaid into the side. I remembered all that I’d dreamt, all that I’d witnessed through his eyes, his imagination, his truth, and his lies.

And then I let out a chuckle. There was nothing surprising about any of it. The Stranger had known it all along; the Stranger had spared me the remembrance; the Stranger had stolen that anger and pain; the Stranger had saved me from all that poison.

So long as I fed him. So long as I kept him alive.

Knock-knock. “Rais.” Barzan’s voice, urgent.

I opened the door and followed him through the horror-stricken crowd of lance men to Omeida’s bed. I knew from the stillness that he was dead. I knew from the twist of his purple lips that he’d not died in peace. The vomit on his collar had dried, so he must’ve died in the night.

“Who was with him last night?” I glanced across at his lance.

“He was alone,” said Dry Danyan, his black turban dangling loose. “He was drinking. Among other things.”

“Other things?”

He pointed to a sack sticking out of Omeida’s pallet. I pulled it out. Though it was empty, the smell, sweet and pungent like musk mixed with a basket of fruit, told me all I needed to know.

“Lungberries.” They grew in the depths of caves, and were so black that it was as if they’d drank up the darkness that birthed them. Most jurists forbade ingesting arcane intoxicants, but we were given to following more permissive rulings, and so it was not uncommon for the men of Green Field to indulge in lungberries.

The question was how many had Omeida swallowed and why. One soothed the tormented heart and calmed the racing mind by easing one’s breathing. More than a few, and you’re like to start seeing things. “The veil thins,” a reed-limbed man with dripping black lips had once told me. “And along with your breath, time itself slows, as if you inhale the past and exhale the future.”

Such strangeness was why most jurists forbade them, and why Zafar avoided them, too. The rigors he lived up to, he would’ve expected of his Qa’ids. I couldn’t help but be disappointed that Omeida had let me down by dying. My throat grew dry, in the way that no water can soothe.

I found myself holding Omeida’s cold hand. I lowered myself so I could kiss it, then glanced up at Barzan. “You and I will clean his body.” I looked to the men of Omeida’s lance. “Dig his shrine next to Zafar’s. He was his son, as are we all.”

There was nothing else I could say to them or to myself. We die, and we are used to it. We die fighting, we die shitting, we die eating, and the luckiest die sleeping. Omeida had died choking on his vomit, and if he was dreaming at the time, I couldn’t help but wonder what that must’ve been like. What he must’ve seen in that space where the veil is already so thin. What he must’ve believed had killed him.

As I washed his toes, twisted from walking across the ice-slick deserts of Alanya, I wondered how many lungberries he’d eaten. How much wine he’d gulped down. It was worse to drink alone because you were given to drinking more. Drink with a friend, and you share. Perhaps it was the loneliness that had killed him. I wished he’d come to me, but perhaps he was hiding from me, too. Did he feel ashamed of his sadness?

I’d tried to help him whenever he came to me. But in the end, those stricken with the dim shape do not live long. It is a plague, like any other, but it is a plague of the mind. It forces you to believe things that are not real — that you had a son or daughter you’d somehow forgotten, but who was still out there, hidden behind the veil. Like rotbone, which made you question destiny itself, plagues of the mind were worse because they killed slow. Omeida had been walking toward his grave all this time, and we didn’t even know it.

Barzan poured water across Omeida’s fingers, staring at me with his bulging, coin-shaped eyes the whole while. “Did he tell you, too?”

I nodded. The two were friends, so it didn’t surprise me that he knew.

“I wish I’d stopped him,” Barzan said. “Zafar should never have let him go on pilgrimage.”

Death always brought regrets. Many claimed that the epicenter of the dim shape was Holy Zelthuriya itself. But most balked at this — how could the holiest of holies house a plague so unholy?

“It got worse and worse.” Barzan, usually so iron-faced and stoic, was fighting back tears. “He must’ve thought, maybe, if he could see through the veil… maybe he’d see his son again.”

I blew out a sigh as I scrubbed Omeida’s sole with a washcloth. “Listen Barzan, you mustn’t tell anyone about any of that.”

“He’s gone now, so what’s it matter?”

“Often, the fear of a plague is as bad as the plague itself. If the men believe dim shape is among us, well, some will go mad with panic. Most don’t know that it doesn’t spread from person to person, but rather from its source.”

Barzan nodded. “Must be some cursed shrine, over there. Must be an evil man disguised as a saint, laughing in his grave. Or an evil woman, casting spells from a place of undeath. All the shrines should be dug up, don’t you think?”

I gave him an honest shrug. What did I know about Holy Zelthuriya and its shrines and saints? I’d never been. I did know a thing or two about evil women casting spells, but Omeida’s death had given me the distraction I needed not to think about my dreams last night. As the dread bubbled in my chest, I realized I needed a distraction from this distraction.

“Tell me a story.” I squeezed my wash cloth of lye, water, and oil from Omeida’s skin. “Something to make us laugh.”

Barzan ran his hands through his dead friend’s curly brown beard. “Remember Kolinda? Near the mountains of fire.”

“Ah, Kolinda. Can still taste the ash on my tongue.”

“Zafar asked Om and me to scout ahead. Khagan Barkiyaruk was said to patrol that area, didn’t want a run in.”

“Oh yeah, I had the shits that day. So bad I was reciting my death prayers.”

“While you were shitting, we were out in the deep desert. Found a little oasis, sparkling bit of green and gold. Went to quench our thirst. Something was already there, drinking mouthfuls. It stood on two legs, like a man, but was covered head to toe in hair. Fingers thick and clawed.”

“Om never told me this,” I said.

“Well he was embarrassed, but seeing as how we just washed his arsehole, can’t get any more embarrassing for him.”

We laughed.

“This… creature,” Barzan continued, “it ran up to Om, squeaking and squawking in this outrageous language,” he did an imitation — something between a goat choking and a drunk man praying — “but Om wasn’t scared.”

“We don’t call him Last Stand because he was a craven.” Nothing scared Omeida except the thing that killed him.

“Right. So the creature gets right up in Om’s face. Nose to nose. Its breath smelled like something crawled into its arse and died trying to get out of its mouth. So Om, being Om, puts his hand on his heart. Says, ‘Honored friend, may Lat bless your—’ and before he can finish the blessing, the damn thing slaps him.”

I blinked. “Slaps?”

“A full palm across the cheek. Sounded like someone cracking a melon with a hammer. Om went all cross-eyed.”

I laughed under my breath. Barzan didn’t.

“Oh, it gets better,” he said. “Om straightens up, right? Rubs his cheek. And the creature starts… dancing.”

“Dancing.”

Barzan nodded. “Jumping up and down like a child with hot coals in its sandals. Hooting, screeching, waving its arms like it’s casting the worst spell.”

“What did Om do?”

“The fucking fool tried to imitate.”

My washcloth slipped from my fingers.

“I swear on his stiff arse right here.” Barzan gestured to the corpse. “Om starts dancing back. Both of them hopping, screeching, flailing around this oasis like two deranged roosters.”

I covered my mouth to stop the laugh. It still found its freedom.

“Then the creature stops. Stares at Om. Gets this real serious look. And Om, brilliant as ever, thinks he’s passed some test. He leans forward and says, ‘Brother.’ That’s when the furry fuck grabs his boot.”

“Did this really happen?”

“And eats it. Whole. Leather, stitching — everything.”

“…What?”

“Just crunched through it like a man eating a bit of bread — I swear to you. Ran away proud as a king, chewing on the heel.”

We both stared at Omeida’s still face. Barzan sighed, brushing a thumb across our friend’s brow. They didn’t name him Ballad for no reason; he was known as a good storyteller. We’d sit around the fire and listen to him tell about the time he used to ride with Khagan Yalmis, how they would raid Crucian wagons on the plains outside Lysithea, and all the women and treasure and holy relics they’d acquire. Stirring tales, though I never believed a single one. Didn’t believe the story he’d just told me, either. It took a special kind of liar to fib so often and so well. Still, it was funny — exactly what I’d asked for.

We held Omeida’s ceremony at noon, after prayer. The sun was a shimmering coin through its cloak of smoke. I stood on a mound of dirt, sweating from the surprising heat, and told Green Field a story they’d each heard a thousand times and one, a tale far more serious than the one Barzan had shared with me earlier. The day Omeida defended that fortress, the day he was the last man standing.

A few in attendance, standing out because of their paleness, hadn’t ever heard this story, so I made sure to tell it well — embellishing where appropriate. How Omeida had hauled that cauldron of boiling oil and dropped it onto the besiegers, all by himself. How he’d arrowed the skulls of dozens, and tossed fiery concoctions to panic the enemies’ destriers. I couldn’t tell if the Redians were impressed. It was a slightly hotter, though still cold day and they’d stripped down, wearing only loincloths of leopard skin and helmets of iron and bone.

I’d never been afraid of them, not truly. But after dreaming what I’d dreamt, I wondered now if that was a mistake. Kashan had been afraid. Kashan had trembled at their approach. The Sultan of Zanjhobar, my father, had swallowed so much grief, all because of what they’d done the night they stormed the palace.

All stories serve a lie, even those that are true.

Was any of it even true? What ought I to believe? Whom ought I to fear?

We sang our holy recitals and planted Omeida’s shrine in the dirt. I distributed my own dinars to his lance, as Zafar liked to do whenever a Qa’id fell, emptying my purse except for a few coins for bread, couscous, and dates. I needed little else. My sword was well-polished, my armor patched up, and I had no plan to visit Soraya anytime soon — in her place of work, that is. Tonight was the new moon, which meant I would be visiting her — in secret.

But before that, there was someone else I needed to meet.

Korec was painting bones when I was allowed into his presence. He’d dip them in a vat of gold or silver with strange patterns rippling on the surface. When he pulled the bones out, the patterns were imprinted onto them. It seemed like busy work, but the chieftain devoted his whole attention to it, as if it were sacred, shunning me the whole while.

“There we are,” he said once the last rib cage was sparkling in gold, with a black lattice for a pattern. He handed it to one of his retainers, who bowed low as he took them away. Then the iron-faced chieftain met my gaze. “Have you come to sell me more lies?”

His golden beard was flecked with paint. He adorned himself in hides, hairy and coarse, skinned from beasts I could not name.

“I’ve come to tell you the truth.”

“Ah, the truth.” He wiped gold dust from his hands, smearing more across his fingers than removing it.

“You were right about me. I do know Mama Mowt.”

He stood and walked to my front, his breath stinking of the milk of horses.

“But I do not know her well,” I continued. “Rather, it was my father with whom she was acquainted. A man who is now dead. She orbits me for reasons I do not fully understand. Sometimes, she intrudes into my presence, and I have no counter against her. That is why you must give me the tearblade.”

“You hid this — this truth?”

I had to be careful with what I revealed. Careful with what I hid. All stories serve a lie, even those that are true. I had to be truthful so I could lie later.

“I didn’t know. Not until last night. As I slept, I dreamed something I’d long forgotten.”

Korec circled me, slow as a winter wolf, watching from every angle. His silence was colder than an icy grave.

Then, without warning, he said, “I had a wife once. Tarsa was her name. She laughed often… too often, some said. Laughed as though joy were a fire she carried inside her and couldn’t contain. I thought her laughter could warm me forever.” He stopped behind me. “Then one day she fell off her horse and broke her neck. After we burned her body, I painted her bones red — the color of her joy.” Korec stepped back into view, eyes fixed on mine. “So if ever you see me wearing red bone, Rais Razi, know that my joy is endless.” He leaned in and said more quietly, “I wonder, will that day come because of you, or in spite of you?”

I swallowed. “Save your red bones. Our best chance is to continue like nothing’s changed between us. Except I’ll have the tearblade. And I’ll be ready the next time she comes to visit.”

He gave me a silent stare. “We know the stories. Some of those that were there still walk with us — those who shattered the night in Zanjhobar. They speak of a son who saved his mother.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” I lied. “But I do know she was there. My father was her enemy. He tried, and failed, to stop her. He was the Grand Vizier of that faded kingdom. He founded our order. I am his son, left to carry his legacy.”

“I only know of her son.” Korec spat to the side. “They say that he is an abomination. Her greatest creation, her most terrifying spell. That gates to other worlds will open, and tribes long locked away, stuck in time, will come pouring out to kneel before him. That they will grant him the titles of ancient kings, anointed before the long freeze. His shadow will swallow the east and the west, the north and the south.”

I let out a chuckle. “That’s not me, I promise you. I mean, see for yourself.” I smiled stupidly. “Do I look like some mad prophecy made flesh?”

“What were you doing the other night, when you threw my daughters in a well?”

Fuck. Big and Small are his daughters? “Visiting a dervish friend of mine. Are they all right, your girls?”

“Broken bones will mend, else we’ll make bones of them.” He squinted. “Who else knows of your past?”

“A few. We were already in Alanya when my father founded the order, and he did not speak much about Kashan.” I showed Korec my open hands. “Look, I’ve laid myself bare. You can trust me. If you want to get what your tribe has wanted all along, you have to trust me.”

“We’ll see.” He pulled a dagger from his belt. The moonlight it had swallowed lit up the room. “Take it, Rais Razi.”

I didn’t take it, not yet. “Then we have an understanding? And you won’t follow me anymore?”

He gave me a single nod. I took the tearblade, satisfied.

The eaten moon died beneath its cloud-veil. A new moon would be born, but not before Soraya tried to kill again.

I followed her, hiding in shadows, as she departed her tenement wearing no adornments, her face absent of kohl, her sensuous body clad only in a loose drab caftan and robe.

The Gate of Aha was bereft of beggars since they’d eaten the fish and died. So she walked through alleys stinking of old mud, until she came to an abandoned caravanserai surrounded by empty stables, the horses having long been eaten. It smelled like moist straw and dead grass. Collapsing mudbrick hovels dotted the street beside it, which was too narrow for even a cart. She stuck her ears out, as if listening for a baby’s cry, but the air was still, the city silent.

She continued walking until she reached the floodplain, where stood hovels upon stilts, most of the roofs sagging inward. She stopped and picked something up — a child’s doll made from reeds. The rat hiding beneath it scampered across her feet, but she did not so much as flinch.

She let the reed doll fall from her fingers and continued walking.

The huts further on stood like broken teeth jutting from the riverbed, their stilts ready to snap. Mildew clung to the planks. Against the outer walls were cracked clay jars, their contents long since scavenged or rotted. Every so often she paused, tilting her head as though listening to something I could not hear. A faint breeze rustled through the hollow huts for a second, but it carried no voices — no infant’s cry or mother’s lullaby.

Past the hovels lay a narrow lane where the air thickened with the smell of stagnant water and burnt salt. The ground here was damp, seeping through the seams of her sandals. A half-collapsed granary loomed ahead. Soraya’s gaze lingered on it.

She leaned her ear forward as if expecting a muffled wail to rise from the empty depths. And then it came, as if she’d willed it into existence: the cry of an infant child.

But instead of turning toward it, she turned toward me. Her gaze was on me when I ducked beneath an overturned oxcart, my heart in my throat. Did she notice me? Had I been found out?

By the time my heart calmed and I’d mustered the nerve to peek again, Soraya was already inside the granary. The child’s cry grew louder as she stepped outside, cradling it in her arms like any devoted mother would.

I watched her cheeks turn the color of love as she kissed the child on the forehead. A thousand thoughts fluttered through my head: Had the child been abandoned in that granary? Perhaps it was the son or daughter of some pleasure girl who hadn’t enough coin to feed a noisy mouth. What if the father was one of my own, a man of Green Field? To abandon a child, to refuse to care for what came from your loins, was not the straight path.

Soraya seemed to care for the babe, though. She pulled out of her sleeves until half her caftan was hanging from her waist, then brought the child to her small breast. When the baby suckled, it only cried more. There was no milk to nourish it.

Because it was so dark, I could not read Soraya’s face. From a distance, I had no idea what she felt, only the color of it: love, hate, fear, joy — all were emotions written in red, like her cheeks, like the bones of Korec’s dead wife. While I pondered all the possibilities, a sound pierced my ears and heart.

Crack.

Then silence. I waited. Waited for the child to cry, but with my throat narrowing, I grew certain that it would never make a sound again.

There had been no need to put it in a pail and leave it in the cold at the bottom of a well. Death, direct and quick, was a dark enough pit. Soraya’s hand had reached for the child’s neck so fast, I’d hardly noticed it happen. But that crack echoed through my skull and soul.

She let the child drop from her hands like she’d done with the reed doll.

Lat forgive me for letting this happen.

I took off my robe, then rolled and stretched it so it was taut like a rope. I waited until she passed the oxcart I was hiding under. And then I pounced with my makeshift rope. Though she tried to resist, it was easy enough to overpower her and drag her back down the street where I could tie her up, inside the partly collapsed granary where she’d found that child.

Now for the difficult part. I pulled my robe down off her face, letting her breathe and unveiling her beautiful emerald eyes, which went so wide at the sight of me.

“Razi? What’s this? What’s going on?”

There was no way to explain it with words. But in my face, she must’ve seen her own guilt. “What have you done, Soraya?”

“What do you mean?” Her voice shook. “Why did you tie me up?”

“You killed that baby.” Crack. “I let you live, that first time, when I should have killed you. Your sin… your sin is my own.”

Her eyes wet. “You’ve been following me?”

“You thought you could get away with it? You thought no one was watching? You thought no one cared?”

She bit her lip so hard, it bled. “So… you know. Have you known all along?”

“Since before we met. But don’t worry about me. Worry about what comes next. How will you defend yourself on the Day of Judgment?”

She blinked and stared at something right in front of her eyes, as if it were sitting on her nose. “I tried… Lat knows I tried… but it’s more powerful than I am.”

“What is?”

“The promise that everything will be all right, if you just feed it one time. If just this once, you give in. What could I do, Razi? What could I do?”

I knew what she felt because I’d felt the same. The difference was she had no Zafar. No one to teach her the straight path. No one to show her there was a way out of the maze. “You could have fasted. You could have prayed. You could have said no.”

“When I was ten and five, I fasted myself to death. Three years later, I was at a dervish lodge, praying from sunset to sunrise, hiding from myself. I said no a thousand times, but all it takes is one yes to go astray.”

I caressed her cheek, so wet with tears. “I know.”

“Do you?”

“It’s inside of me too, that other person. The hungry one.”

“What do you call him?”

“The Stranger.” I’d never said his name out loud to anyone, not even Zafar. It felt good to shed that secret. But he had another name, too. One I wasn’t ready to mouth. Temur.

“Mine’s the Sad Woman.” She chuckled and sobbed. “Such a stupid name, isn’t it? I was a child when I named her. I’d see her in the mirror, frowning even when I was trying to smile. Crying whenever I’d laugh.” She tugged on the makeshift rope binding her hands. I’d not made it too tight. I didn’t want her to be in pain.

“I’ve lain with you… I’ve… felt something for you,” I said. “And yet, I don’t know anything about you. Not a thing.”

“It’s better that way, trust me. The things that I’ve done, the things that were done to me… it’s all better left unsaid.”

“I still want to know.”

“Why? Just to sate some morbid curiosity?”

“No. Because I don’t want to know Soraya or Laleh or whatever name others call you. I want to know who you really are.”

A cricket began chirping, somewhere outside in the night. A rare sound, since they made a good meal.

Soraya shook her head. “I like telling you stories, just not that one.”

“But—”

“You can choose, Razi. I’ll tell you how my story began. Or, I’ll tell you how Inanna’s ends. One is happy, the other is terribly sad. So choose. And then you can kill me. I’ve been ready to die for a long time. Choose. I’ll tell you the one, or the other, but not both.”

I’d eaten enough sadness today. I’d buried my friend, and soon I was going to have to bury another. But even more than that, it was obvious that Soraya didn’t want to tell me her truth. “The happy story, then.”

Soraya smiled, just like she’d done in the Temple the first time we’d met. “Good choice.” Now she laughed, like a string of pearls. “Have a seat, then. We’ll be here a little while.”
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The Tale of the Priestess and the Endless Night

Twenty years went by with the wind, and Inanna, once so young and innocent, grew gray and wise. There were times of plenty, and times when they gnawed on bones to ease their stomachs. There were days of peace, and nights when they slept huddled together, fearing the rattle of chariot riders come to conquer the river-fed plain they called home.

But Inanna, her husband Himek, and her son Kamran endured, as did the tribe. Whenever they had to move, for the threat of famine or violence, they would load their oxcarts and travel south along the river, into lands just as fair and giving. They thanked no one for these blessings, for the forgotten god remained just that — forgotten.

As the years passed, Kamran became known for his strength and virtue. When the tribe needed a hunter, he brought home gazelle; when they needed a mender, he soothed quarrels before they could harden into feuds. He was broad of shoulder, patient of spirit, and quick to hold out his hand to pick up the weak. Some said he took after Himek in handsomeness. Others suggested he bore Inanna’s gentle nature. And so he became cherished by far more souls than just his mother and father.

During those days, travelers passing through their tribe’s lands brought with them murmurs of a rising warlord in the north: Lugal, they called him, though no one agreed on what the title meant. Some said it signified “king,” others “god-king,” and others claimed it was simply the name he had given himself, as though demanding the world to bend around him and his phoenix sigil.

The early stories were modest. A grain merchant swore he had seen the Lugal’s men drilling in ranks so in step they looked less trained than enchanted. An old ferryman told of villages absorbed into the Lugal’s growing domain, not by fire or blood, but by parley: gifts of grain here, a new irrigation ditch there, promises of safety from bandits who prowled the high plains.

Others painted a more unsettling picture. A shepherd boy from the border hills claimed the Lugal traveled with a cadre of scribes who measured fields, chiseling numbers into their clay tablets, and questioned every headman as if preparing to rule them. A passing caravan guard said his scouts were everywhere, that the jinn themselves served him. Still, no one could say they had seen the man himself. Only his decrees, like ripples moving outward.

What struck Inanna was the tone of the whispers. A tone that showed neither fear nor reverence, but rather a careful concern, as though the people speaking these tales sensed that someone was rearranging the world, piece by piece, and were unsure whether to be wary. The Lugal did not conquer quickly, like the tyrants of old, that much was plain.

But the power of a distant lord was no matter: Inanna and her tribe were free. Unlike the settled folk in the cities, they need not bow before any man or idol; the sky, river, and land were their providers.

Until that one, strange night. They went to bed as usual. Inanna’s arms ached from mixing potions. Himek rubbed herbs on his swollen ankles, having driven his herds across the fragrant hillsides. Kamran, now at the peak of his youth, was thinking about the tanner’s daughter and how cute her dimples were as he fell into a deep sleep.

They awoke at dawn, broke their fast with flatbread dipped in sour yogurt, and awaited the sunrise.

It never came.

At first they assumed the clouds were to blame. A late dawn wasn’t unheard of in the colder months, when fog clung to the river and refused to lift. But this was different. The sky sat over them like a corpse: no light, no movement, no hint of gold behind the horizon. Just a flat, gray stillness.

Himek squinted at the east. “Strange weather.” Though nothing in the air felt like weather. No wind, no bite of rain, no smell of coming storm. Only quiet and disquiet.

The elders gathered near the oxcarts, muttering to one another. Children peered up, confused. Someone lit a torch. The flame looked weak, afraid to exist in such a colorless morning.

Inanna crouched and pressed her hand to the earth. The soil was cold — not cold like winter, but cold like decay.

Kamran noticed the change in her face. “Mother?”

She didn’t answer. She was listening, not with her ears, but with the part of herself she had tried to bury long ago. The part of her that was nothing but afraid.

The cattle startled her. Their lowing rolled across the plain, raw and panicked. The dogs tucked their tails and stared into the dark horizon as if they saw something moving there.

A shadow slid over them.

Kamran looked up, expecting a cloud. There was none. Nothing crossed the sky. Yet the light, already so gray, dimmed anyway.

“Inanna,” Himek said. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

Still, she didn’t answer. She kept her palm on the soil.

And then a sound drifted across the plain. A chime. Then another. Light, metallic notes, as if someone were striking bronze bells far out in the dark. The tribe fell silent, listening. Three chimes. A pause. Then three more.

Kamran frowned. “Someone’s goat get loose?”

“That’s no flock bell,” Himek replied.

The sound came again, closer now. It was not carried by wind; there was no wind. The cattle brayed and pressed against their enclosure. A few broke loose and ran, hooves pounding toward the hills. Their shadows flickered strangely, like multiple shapes layered atop one another.

Then the chimes stopped.

The silence that followed was heavier than the dark sky. It seemed to press against their ears. Everything quieted.

Kamran tilted his head. “Do you feel that?”

Before Inanna could answer, the ground around the tribe shifted. A ripple moved through the dust at their feet, rolling outward in a perfect circle. The elders backed away. Someone muttered a prayer to a god none of them could name.

From the direction of the river, a thin line of mist began to rise upward, as if drawn by an invisible hand. No breeze carried it. It rose in a tall, narrow column, pale and rigid as a pillar.

Kamran took a step toward it.

Inanna seized her son’s wrist. “Don’t.” She recognized that shape. In another life, she’d seen a column just like it, coiling up from a stone idol, come to take her only son away.

But that was in a temple devoted to a god who had no power here. This mist had no right or reason to appear. Not here. Not now.

Himek stared at the pillar. “Smoke without a flame…”

“It’s a sign,” Inanna said. Her voice cracked on the last word. “Someone… something is laying claim.”

“To what?”

“To us.”

“A tribe without a god, for a god without a tribe.” The voice rumbled across the sky, reaching their ears in a dark, melodious tone.

A man walked toward them from the eerie, endless horizon. Even from a distance, Inanna could see that there was something wrong with his face. His eyes were like holes punched into white leather. His ears seemed sewn on. His nose had too many bones, and his forehead was too round. His chin disturbed her the most; it was uneven, jutting out toward the right. But that was before she noticed his eyeballs: Too small, they were sunk deep into the leather of his face, like a faint glimmer in the abyss.

No one wanted to meet his gaze. But Inanna forced herself to. She had witnessed the terror in the stars and was convinced that after seeing that, nothing else ought to scare her.

She would be wrong.

“My name is Nonany Non,” said the man. His voice was giddy, childlike, yet it contained no warmth. “Worry not. Fear not.” He pointed straight up at the sky. His hand had too many bones, like his nose, fingers distended at odd angles. “I am come to save you from the dead sun. I am come to give you light. I am come to lift you from your state of ignorance.”

Looking at the man and hearing his voice made Inanna’s heart beat quicken. Still, she summoned the courage to respond. “We do not live in ignorance. And we need not your help.”

Nonany Non grinned. “Then the sky would not be dark. The light of the sun is not free. It only shines for the worthy. For the good. You’ll see what I mean.” At that, he walked away.

Inanna and her tribe struggled, that dark day. Himek’s flock refused to obey his commands, and even the milk came out dark and thin. No matter how much Inanna stirred her bowls, her potions refused to mix, the way oil does in water. Kamran led a hunting party across the plains, but the animals hid, terrified of something far more powerful than any man.

Without the sun to measure time, they used candles. Once those had melted, they knew it was time for rest.

When Inanna and her family entered their tent, someone was waiting for them.

Nonany Non was sitting on their gathering carpet, smiling. It was the first time Inanna got a good look at his teeth. They were two thin strips of white, featureless.

“Greetings, wonderful folk,” he said. “Sit and warm yourselves. Is it not so cozy in here?”

Kamran made a fist. “You were not invited into our tent.”

Himek, sensing the danger, held his son back. He whispered in his ear, “Let’s not anger him, so that he may leave on his own.” He turned toward Nonany Non. “We have never turned down anyone seeking shelter. Make yourself at home.”

Inanna hid her hands behind her back and squeezed her robe, unsure of what to do, what to say. She told herself not to be afraid, but she felt nothing but afraid. There was a terrifying familiarity and an equally terrifying unfamiliarity to this man, as if he was human but only in the vaguest sense.

“Like I said, I am only here to help lift you out of ignorance.” Non gestured to the space on the carpet in front of him. “Sit and listen, tonight’s lecture will be short. Only an introduction to what I will be teaching you.”

“Teaching?” Inanna said. “What could you possibly have to teach us?”

“Come now, Inanna, it’s not like you to be so haughty. That sort of pride is no good, no good at all. In truth, your tribe has been living in a gross state of ignorance, one that is greatly offensive to god.”

“God? Which god?”

“There is only one god. The one who nourishes you, day in and day out. The one who never startles, but slowly unveils himself, bringing with him so much warmth and life. I speak of the sun, of course. In truth, I am merely his apostle.”

“You are the apostle of the sun?”

“Oh yes. Let me make it plain. The sun, in all his mercy and wisdom, has given your tribe time to right itself. One year, to be precise.”

“What happens after one year?”

“After one year, the sun will shine again. And if any of you are still practicing ignorance — well — then it will be a hot day. Hotter than any day you have ever known. The rivers will dry and turn to steam, as will all the water in your bodies and even your eyeballs. You will beg for a drop to drink, and it will rain a liquid so boiling and poisonous, you will perish from the inside out. So and such is the sun’s wrath.” He smiled suddenly — it just snapped onto his face. “That’s why I am here. To save you from all of that. All right — well — ready to begin?”

They each sat in front of Nonany Non, and he began his first lesson.

“Inanna, do you know why your potions did not mix today?”

She shook her head.

“It was meant as a sign for you. A most wondrous sign. You see, some things are not meant to mix. Some things must be separate, lest we fall into sin. Do you know why that is?”

Himek, Kamran, and Inanna all glanced at each other, confusion on their faces. Himek, ever placating, answered, “I am sorry, but we don’t know.”

Non tilted his head, and his eyeballs sank deeper into their pits. “Of course you don’t know. You’re ignorant. Do you even know what that word means? It means you lack knowledge about how to live above your base nature, no better than those goats and sheep you herd. So of course you don’t know.”

“What exactly is it that we don’t know?” Unlike Himek, Inanna struggled to mask her discomfort. She wanted this lecture to end. She wanted this stranger out of their sacred, warm, loving space.

“You don’t know that you’re living wrong. All wrong. No mixing. No mixing.” From the arrow of his tone, it seemed Non had lost patience — and so suddenly, too. “Men and woooomeeen. Temptation. You haven’t heard this story before?” He slammed his hand against a wooden chest, startling them. “Ignorance. Such a disgusting weed. Let’s make it simple. Inanna, from now on, you must sleep on that side of the tent.” He turned to his left, the thousands of tiny, strange bones in his neck bulging. “Himek and Kamran, you must sleep on the other side.” He turned to his right. “That will satisfy.”

“What nonsense are you babbling?” Kamran made his thoughts known. “Why should we listen to y—” He coughed, then grabbed at his throat. No matter how much he heaved with his chest, breath wouldn’t enter. Inanna and Himek tried to help, but all they could do was watch as their son choked on his words.

For Inanna, the pain was too familiar, too poisoned. Her heart would explode, her world would not just darken, it would turn to ash to be scattered across a bleak, empty scape. Not her son. Not again.

“Please stop!” Inanna turned to Nonany Non, whose face had snapped into a frown, and begged, “We will listen to what you say. To everything you say. Please don’t hurt my son!”

Kamran heaved in a breath, at last.

Non stood. “Go now to your designated positions. No cheating. No mixing. Not at night. And not even in the day, except with my permission. I’ll be watching.”

And he did watch. All night. Non stood in the darkness of their tent, even after they blew out their final candle. Inanna sensed his eyes on her the entire night, as if he knew how much she craved the warmth of her husband and son, who were sleeping together across the room.

From time to time, she’d hear Non swallow, and it sounded like ten creaking gulps in one. Once she rolled onto her side, gathered the courage to look his way, and saw spirals, turning, turning, in the pits of his eyes. Every few seconds, he would whisper, “No mixing” and Inanna would think about her potions, how they’d refused to mix. Ingredients she’d churned thousands of times were now refusing to obey the laws she’d thought absolute.

After several hours of no sleep, Nonany Non said, “Don’t look at me for the next minute. Disobey, and the consequence shall be more dire than you can ever imagine.”

Inanna hadn’t been looking at him, but couldn’t help but wonder what he was hiding.

A bell sounded. It was the same chime from earlier, like a bronze bell, but now it was coming from where Nonany Non was standing, in the middle of their tent. After three slow chimes that took up an entire minute, he said, “Bright morning. I hope you have learned this important lesson, the first of many. While the sun will not rise in the sky, let it rise in your heart. Know now that you are slightly less ignorant than before.”

Himek and Kamran, judging from the heavy bags beneath their eyes, had also failed to sleep. Even without sun, sleep, or peace in their hearts, they still had to survive and eat, which meant they had to work. And so they began their day by meeting with others from the tribe at the center of their village.

To their shock, to their utter dismay, everyone was saying the same thing. Everyone in the entire village, every family, every tent, every man, woman, and child had the exact same story to tell:

Nonany Non was with us last night. Nonany Non showed us his power. Nonany Non taught us his first lesson.

The tribe would soon come to learn that Nonany Non’s first lesson would be no easy introduction. For the next ten days and nights, Non forbade men and women, whether they were married or kin or strangers, from sleeping or working or socializing beside one another. If anyone even crossed into the other half of their tent, where the opposite sex was sleeping, Nonany Non would close their throats until they were blue in the face. For those who offended him twice, he would take a finger. And for the rare, foolish few who offended him thrice, he would disembowel and impale them at the village center.

Already, one of the tribe’s most cherished craftworkers had been impaled, a board with the words “he slept near his wife” nailed to his chest, a warning to all. And though it deterred most from even thinking about disobedience, it inspired in others the opposite desire: to free themselves.

Kamran, young and proud, conversed with Inanna about his intentions as they ate barley porridge with old, crushed pistachios she’d kept in a jar. They were sitting on opposite sides of their tent, and Non was not present. In the day, he would only sometimes enter their tents, which gave them a brief respite.

“I’m going north, to find the Lugal,” Kamran said. “They say both man and jinn bow before him. If anyone can help us, he can.”

Dread poisoned Inanna’s veins. “Don’t be hasty.” She darted her head toward the entrance flap, fearing the sudden, leathery presence of Nonany Non. “It’s far too dangerous. You know what he’ll do if he catches you.” She stuck her head out of the entrance flap to check if Non was walking this way, only to catch a glimpse of the corpse hanging from the stake. So dried and frozen, it looked like it could spring to life with a little moisture and heat.

“I can’t take this, Amma,” Kamran said. “This is no life. I’d rather fight and die than suffer this anymore.”

“I have suffered worse than this for longer.” Inanna wanted to go to him and hold his hand, but she resisted. “We have each other. We can bear this. It won’t last forever.”

The second lesson began that night. Nonany Non positioned himself on the carpet, his oblong legs crossed, as Kamran, Himek, and Inanna sat before him. They had not been sleeping well, not only because Non would stand in their tent, but also because their bodies did not know day from night. Non knew the time, though. He would say, “Don’t look at me for the next minute” and chime his strange bell, every day at dawn — or what was supposed to be dawn. But Inanna got the sense that he was lying to them, that each day was shorter or longer than the one before, sometimes by minutes and other times by hours. Time had become unmoored in this eternal night, and their only guide, Nonany Non, could not be trusted.

“Our second lesson is about love,” he said. “Kamran, what is the most important thing that deserves our love?”

“Family.” The young man had no hesitation.

“No… No. No. No…” Non shuddered, and bones across his body, where none ought to be, snap-snapped. “Love god first. Before self. Before family. Before tribe. Before the cunt you want to ffffff—.” That grin again, his eyes emerging from their leathery pits. “Tell me this. Who is god? This is not a trick question.”

“The sun,” Himek answered before Kamran could open his mouth, hoping to spare his son from displeasing Non.

“Welllll, not really.” Nonany Non laughed. It was the first time they’d ever heard it. The sound intruded into the ears, intricately discordant, like a song sung backwards. “You see, the sun is just a mask. There’s actually someone inside of the sun. He’s the real god. So this is your second lesson. About the real god, inside the sun.” Non glanced at each of them, reading the varieties of confusion on their faces. “I know what you’re thinking. How can someone live inside the sun? It must be so hot! But such is the power of god. The sun is merely his radiance, meant to shield your eyes from beholding his holy form. In fact, long ago, before you were in your mother’s womb, before your mothers were in theirs, the real god walked among you smelly mortals. But they behaved wickedly. They mixed what shouldn’t be mixed. They loved whom they shouldn’t love. They planted their seeds in soil forbidden. So the real god flew into the sky to escape your filth.” He tapped his temple with a finger bent at the wrong angle. “But he still sees everything, as do I.”

No one knew what to make of this lesson, but Himek at least pretended to understand. He nodded along.

Unfortunately, Non was not so easily placated. He turned toward him with a sudden snap of his neck. “Tell me, sheep herder, how do you intend to please god?”

It took a moment for Himek to answer. He stumbled on his words. “To p-please god I would… I would… obey him.”

“Wrong.” Non’s eyes bulged so far out of their sockets that the flesh behind them could be seen. “Obey is not the same as love. To please god, you must love him first. And then you can obey him, of course, but not without love. Obedience without love is false.”

“You’re r-right.” Himek’s voice caught in his throat. “I will love god to please him.”

Non tilted his head with the usual neck snaps. “But how does one love god?” Now he turned to Kamran. “What do you say, young man? Young, strong, virile man. I see the way the women look at you. Filthy sins are written on filthy faces.” Non licked his lips with his small tongue. “So tell me, Kamran, how does one love god? And don’t say ‘by obeying him.’”

The discomfort was obvious on Kamran’s face, but he tried to move past it and think. Growing up, he had not been taught about god, worship, or prayers. He only knew how to show love to his parents and friends. “One loves god by being good to him.”

“That is insufferably vague, Kamran. Insufferably and stupidly vague.”

Her heart lunging, Inanna spoke up, “One loves god by praying to him. By worship.”

“Ah, at least someone in this pitiful tribe knows something about being good and righteous. Tell me, Inanna, what is the greatest form of worship?”

She knew the answer. It was a word that had never been allowed to exit her mind. “Sacrifice.”

“Yes! Good! And what would you sacrifice to show god your love, hmm?”

The question was a blade to her heart. She’d been asked by her old god Loqis to sacrifice her baby son, and the pain had never left, not even for a single breath. Inanna had resolved to never again, willingly or unwillingly, give up whom she loved, no matter how terrible the threat of punishment.

But she knew better than to speak her heart to Non. “I would sacrifice my life.”

“Only your life? Hehehehehe.” That laugh, so drenched in mockery. He knew, didn’t he? He knew what she’d lost, all those years ago, when Loqis had seized her son and cursed her.

That concluded the second lesson. It would be a while until the third. In the meantime, the tribe’s struggles multiplied.

Food was so scarce, families went days without eating, forced to pick leaves off the thorn trees and chew them until their gums bled. The animals grew gaunt and refused their feed. Sickness crept through the camp in slow, cruel ways. Without sunlight, the air turned damp, and fevers lingered longer than they should. Scratches festered. Coughs hoarsened. A strange rash spread across the arms of several elders — pale rings that refused to heal. And always there was the cold. A wet, creeping cold that seeped into the tents at night, making every breath a struggle. Even time betrayed them. Some days felt endless, others blinked past so quickly that the candles died before anyone knew to light new ones. People began to forget when they had last spoken, last slept, last eaten. They forgot their songs, the ones that used to keep the children happy and the workers energetic. All the while Nonany Non drifted through the tribe like a malignant shadow, appearing behind tents, beside cookfires, in the spaces between conversations — listening, judging, waiting for someone to mix with the opposite sex so he could punish them.

And men and women weren’t the only things forbidden from mixing. In fact, nothing could mix. Not water with flour, not herbs with oil, not even the smoke from their fires with the air around it. It rose in thin, stubborn pillars, as if refusing to mingle with the world. Inanna found that even the simplest remedies — honey stirred into vinegar, crushed leaves boiled into salve — refused to bind. Liquids recoiled from one another like rivals. Powders settled in clumps instead of dissolving. When she tipped two jars together to make a broth for the feverish, the contents slid past each other untouched, forming twin layers that pulsed apart. The laws of nature she had spent decades memorizing, the quiet certainties of her craft, had come unglued. And though she said nothing aloud, she knew whose hand had rewritten them. Non had not only taken their sun, he had taken the very idea of how the world should behave.

Of course, people died. Some could not endure the emptiness in their stomachs. Others bled from the inside out. Some mornings, Inanna woke to the stench of the impaled — two, three, or four — at the center of their cluster of tents. Beloved men and women and, once in a while, even children of the tribe who had disobeyed Nonany Non. Their sins were always written on the boards nailed to their chests, things like: He profaned god. She tried to run away. He attacked the apostle of god. She spat on the apostle of god’s face. He looked. She checked on her sick brother in the night. He kissed his wife while I was away.

Because men and women were forbidden from lying with each other, no new babies were born. And if no new babies could be born, with so many perishing, the survival of the tribe was now in doubt.

It was Inanna who, after a consultation with the elders and notables of the tribe, brought this to Non’s attention. The leathery creature listened to her, allowing her to complete her plea in its fullness before responding.

“Of course,” Non said to the assembly gathered near a black-blue fire that struggled to breathe the air, “god does not wish for his tribe to dwindle and die, and a year without babies is far too long. But worry not, god has a plan.”

Inanna feared, in that moment, if it would’ve been better not to complain at all.

“Every young, virile man must henceforth bring me a cup of his semen, once a day,” Non said. “I will ensure that so many babies are born, you won’t know what to do with them.”

“But—”

Non held up a strange finger to silence Inanna. “I know what you’re going to say. I know your complaints — tiresome, tiresome Inanna. Never forget, you were all living in ignorance before I got here. You don’t know right from wrong. You don’t know the natural from the abominable. Only I can guide you. And this is the best thing for you. Hear that, men? One cup of semen, once a day. I’ll do the rest.”

Henceforth, Non set up a tent at the very center of the village made of a featureless, black cloth. In the sunless morning, men would leave a cup of semen outside the tent. Those who forgot would be visited by Non and receive a warning for the first offense: throat closure. Then in the starless night, Non would invite a young woman of the tribe inside the black tent.

“You must not speak of anything that happens within,” he would say to her. “If you do, you won’t give birth to a lovely son or daughter, nine moons from now. You’ll give birth to a demon. A tentacled creature with nineteen mouths and thirteen eyes, who’ll feed on your organs and poison your womb.”

All anyone outside could see was that the women would leave that tent in tears. And while they were inside, nothing could be heard, as if that arcane black cloth swallowed all sound. Kamran, ever fond of the tanner’s daughter, a sprightly girl named Tiah, could not stomach the idea of her entering that tent. He would go north to find the Lugal. He had to go north to find the Lugal.

Inanna could read her son’s determination. She knew he would set out soon and so had to stop him, however she could. While they were collecting grass to grind into paste for sustenance — making sure to keep their distance from each other — she said, “I know what you’re planning. I’ll go instead. You remain here. Protect your father.”

Kamran shook his head. “I’m stronger. I have a better chance of reaching the Lugal.”

“You are strong of body, there is no doubt in that. But I’m your mother. You know not half the things I had to do to come here, to meet your father. To give birth to you.”

“I know not because you never tell anyone.”

“I’ll tell you when I return. I promise. This road… this monster… ” She wanted to say that Non didn’t scare her, but he did. She wanted to say she’d traveled down more terrifying roads, but she knew this one would be the most terrifying of all. “I’ll overcome them, like all the others. Protect your father. Protect Tiah. Protect the tribe.”

Inanna spent the following days pretending to grow weaker. She moved slowly, forced her breath to rasp, let her hands tremble when she lifted her bowls. Non liked the tribe to be exhausted and afraid; he was more giddy watching the strong than the frail, something she’d noticed from his strange fixation on Kamran. If she seemed hollowed-out, if she acted as though her spirit had sunk beneath the weight of his oppression, he might overlook her.

She also began gathering what little she needed, one item at a time so as not to draw notice. A worn goatskin for water. A bundle of thorn-leaves, some ground nuts, and reed-roots she had dried by hand, brittle and tasteless but enough to keep her legs moving. A shard of flint wrapped in goat hide. And hidden deepest in her things: the last vial of her old potions — one she had brewed years ago. She did not know if it would work in this sunless world, but she would need something, anything that could keep her going.

While fetching water from the river trench, she glanced at her reflection and saw behind her shoulder the faint shimmer of Nonany Non watching her. Yet she heard no chime, no swallow, no breath. He was silent — too silent. Suddenly, fear seized her like an arrow to the throat: How could she be so foolish as to think she could escape him? They would never be free. They would all die in this darkness, and Kamran would never know another happy day.

In that dreadful moment, it finally dawned upon her what Non truly was. In the old world, the priestesses at the temples in the holy city of Param warned of these exact beings: Angels, they called them. Messengers of the cruel creator. Enemies of the jinn. Doers of vast evil, the likes of which can scarcely be imagined. Non fit their description. Fit their intention. And though it was a terrifying realization, one half-remembered sermon drifted up into her thoughts, bringing with it a faint hope: Angels and jinn once fought a war. Angels and jinn died in that war.

Angels can die.
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The Tale of the Priestess and the Angel

The bell woke Inanna, as it always did. Three slow chimes from the middle of the tent, each one crawling through her bones. “Don’t look at me for the next minute,” Nonany Non said. “Disobey, and the consequence shall be more dire than you can ever imagine.” Inanna kept her eyes shut. She listened to Himek’s thin breathing, to Kamran shifting on his pallet, to the scrape of Non’s bare feet on the reed mat. The chimes came again, and his sing-song voice followed: “Bright morning. Time for my beloved tribe to rise and prove their love.” She opened her eyes when she heard him duck out of the tent-flap.

Inanna resolved that it would be the last time she let him mark the day for her. She rose slowly, playing the part of the frail mother who could barely bend her knees. Her hands shook as she tied her headscarf. Outside, the tribe had begun their new routine: men shuffling, embarrassed and hollow-eyed, toward the black tent to leave their cups; women lining up for water that tasted more and more like metal and ash. Nonany Non stood at the center of it all, his too-round head turning from one line to the other. Inanna joined the women at the water trench. He did not linger on her. His focus was on the young and strong, on Kamran, on the girls, one of whom he would summon to his tent that night. That was Inanna’s small advantage: An aged mother who looked beaten interested him little.

When her goatskin was filled, she did not return to her tent. She walked past it, as though dazed, as though she had forgotten where she lived. She turned down the narrow path between the animal pens, where the ground was churned into mud and dung and no one liked to linger. Step by step, she let the sounds of the camp fall behind her: the frightened voices, the wet cough of the sick. She walked until the packed earth of the camp gave way to rougher ground. Only then did she risk a glance over her shoulder.

The camp was a low, huddled shape in the endless gray. Around it, the darkness seemed thicker, drawn tight. Inanna steeled herself and took her first true step into the dead sun’s wilderness, betting her life on a fragile hope: that even an angel’s reach had an end.

Her hope dimmed when she noticed a sinuous, pale shape standing at the treeline, its form flickering. She swerved west and decided she would avoid the river — and then she heard it.

Three soft chimes, hanging in the air above the grass and stone. Inanna stopped. Her toes curled in her sandals. The hill in front of her now held a figure that had not been there a blink ago. Nonany Non stood between two thorn bushes, his robe unmarked by dirt, his featureless teeth showing.

“Inanna, Inanna,” he sang, as if chanting a children’s rhyme. “You are walking in the wrong direction.”

Her hand slid to the fold of her robe, where the glass vial pressed against her hip. “I am fetching more roots. For my medicines. The sick have need of them.”

“You lie so politely.” The leather suffocating his eyes crinkled, though nothing in them changed. “Such a good, ignorant woman. You should be more grateful. Before I came, you had no one to correct you. Now you have me.”

“I am grateful. So grateful to god and to his apostle.” Every word tasted like sand. “But the roots are out here. We have a saying, where I’m from. Tie your camel⁠—”

“Tie your camel and trust in god.”

Inanna put on her best smile. “So you know it.”

“Oh yes. I am there, too. In Param. Long before you are there. Long before my brother Marot even.”

She said nothing. She watched him instead, noted every wrong angle in his body, the strange swelling in his neck where no muscle should be. Angels died in that old war. There had been a way.

Non took a few harrowing steps toward her. “Lesson three is not for a few more bright mornings. But you are eager, Inanna. Very eager. Fleeing to the north, to some little man with scribes and chariots. Do you think the Lugal can pull god out of the sun like a date-pit from its flesh?”

“I think no such thing.”

“You do.” His voice flattened. “You think it every time you look at your son. You think, ‘If only someone stronger than this angel would come and shoo him away, like a fly from milk.’ But that is not love. Love does not run. Love stays. Love kneels. Love lets itself be corrected until there is nothing left to correct.”

Inanna lifted her chin. “If you loved us, you would end this darkness. You would let sons sleep in their mothers’ arms and wives with their husbands.”

“Ah.” Non clicked his tongue. “There it is. The old dirt. The old ignorance. The sick, sick idea of mixing unlike things. Have you learned nothing?”

The air around her tightened. Her throat did not close, but breathing grew harder. Her knees wanted to bend. He was waiting for them to bend. Waiting for her to fold and crawl back to the camp, where his black tent sat like a rotten tooth in the tribe’s mouth.

She thought of the terror in the stars, of the forgotten god, and of the cruelty of Loqis. She’d been forced to swallow so many awful truths. Forced to overcome so many terrible trials. She would not fold. She would not cower. She would go where she intended.

Inanna turned away from Non, realized her bearings, and put one foot in front of the other.

And then she felt it: the squeeze. The next breath she took was impossible, as if three fingers were coiled inside her throat, slithering and sliding up her windpipe.

“She tried to escape,” Non said. “You’re not the first, and you won’t be the last. You thought you were special, didn’t you? You thought you were different. That you were stronger. That because of everything that’s happened to you, you could defy god. I am older than your reckoning of time. I witnessed the world before it had form, when all concepts were pure, unmixed, unmanifested. I swam in the sea of the vile creator, and beheld her with mine own eyes — if you can even call them eyes.” He stood over Inanna as she slumped onto the ground, grasping at her neck, her face growing bloodless and blue. “That is the third lesson, my dear. I’ve been teaching it to you all this time. It is fear. The signs of god are meant to terrify. God is not only hidden in the sun, he is hidden in the earth. He is hidden by the curtain of night, and he is hidden by the curdling slowness of time and its sudden bursting rush. But his signs — the fact that anything exists at all — should terrify you. That something could come from nothing. That god could be born, in the first place, and that god could give birth. And down and down the chain we go, that something could give birth to me.

“You are pigs squealing at the stars. You are the foam floating atop the sea, thinking nothing lies beneath. You are a remnant of a remnant of a remnant, vomited through time, forced to digest what we all once did — that it’s all fucking meaningless.”

With her grip on herself fading, Inanna reached for her only potion. She’d used ones like it before the darkness had set in, to soothe so many sore throats. Somehow, in her final gasp of strength, she managed to pop the cap and bring it to her lips.

“What’s this?” Non said. “No… why do you have that? I forbade all alchemical mixing. I wrote it into the rules that govern this dome. I was very particular about that.”

The cooling, thick liquid slid between the squeeze in her throat and down her windpipe, widening it, softening the swelling, just enough for her to wheeze out a big breath.

“Is this dome… defective?” Non looked up at the sky. Then at his feet. Then at Inanna. Then at the distant trees. “If it’s defective, then that means… oh… fuck.” And then he was gone.

Inanna lay gasping on the ground, waiting for Nonany Non to reappear, waiting for the squeeze to return. A part of her expected his voice to hiss from inside her own skull. But the air remained still. No chime followed. No footfall. Her throat burned, but breath came freely again.

She pushed herself upright and forced her legs to carry her north. If Non had vanished only to reappear behind her, if he waited to punish her for this defiance, she would meet him standing.

She walked. First a dozen steps. Then a hundred, the potion’s warmth lingering in her chest.

And then light slammed down upon her.

She flinched, nearly falling. The sky above her was no longer corpse-black but blinding white. Heat pressed against her face and hands. Her eyes watered. She covered them with her sleeve and trembled.

But the warmth did not flicker. It sprawled across her skin. The scent of earth changed — no more metallic, damp rot. Now it smelled like the world from her memory: dust, grass, the faint sweetness of river reeds drying in the sun.

She lowered her arm.

Behind her, darkness still loomed — a perfect hemisphere of night. It clung to the earth like an overturned bowl. Sharp-edged. Unnatural. Inside that dome — as Non had called it — time moved wrong and the air never warmed. Outside of it, the sun shone as though nothing had ever been amiss.

Inanna stared at the border between the two worlds. The line was so crisp it pained her eyes. She took a single step farther into daylight and felt her fears, again. She may have escaped something ancient and evil, but her people had not.

The warmth made her dizzy. Her body, starved of light for so long, could hardly understand it. She sat awhile beneath a scraggly lone acacia, letting her throbbing head settle. She sipped from her goatskin. She bit into the food she had brought — dry roots and crushed nuts, brittle as bone. Slowly, her strength returned.

She stood and followed the river into the hills. Birds called out overhead. Oryx tracks crisscrossed the dirt. She had not realized how silent her world had been until she’d heard and seen these simple things.

She walked until her calves screamed. When she paused to rest at a cliffside she saw what lay below her: a curling smoke, rising from a cluster of tents. Not tribal designs — these were broader, arranged in orderly lines. Rank upon rank of soldiers moved between them, their bronze helms catching the sun like small mirrors. Banners hung limp from the tall poles they carried, upon which was something unmistakable: a great standard shaped like a phoenix.

She’d heard that it was the Lugal’s sigil. Could it truly be him?

She was allowed entry into his camp and, because of the wildness of her story, found herself standing before the Lugal. The man sitting upon the phoenix throne listened to her carefully. The skin of his face was so smooth, with such lustrous dark hair curled above and around it, he couldn’t have been a day older than Kamran. When she finished recounting her story, the Lugal said, “We saw the black sky appear this morning, as if out of nowhere. A few of my warriors entered, never to return. We’ve been sitting here for hours⁠—”

“Hours? But weeks have passed since the dome appeared.” Inanna could not believe her ears. Then she remembered something Non had said, “He is hidden by the curdling slowness of time and its sudden bursting rush.” She recalled how strange the measure of seconds, minutes, and hours had seemed inside the dome. “We must hurry back. And you must bring the jinn under your command with you.”

“What is it you fear?”

“Everything. Please, help us.”

This, the Lugal did. They wasted no time, forming columns and lines for march within hours. As they approached the border where day turns to night, the Lugal summoned his jinn. The air trembled. Dust lifted. A wind, not born of the sky, swept across them, bending the grasses. And in that widening hush came the sultans and sultanas of the jinn.

To Inanna’s astonishment, she recognized each. Names and forms she knew a lifetime ago. Names and forms she once revered. Eblas. Marada. Yaj. Sut. And a particular name and form she once worshipped.

Loqis.

The jinn sultana looked as she always had: all feathers and tentacles and twisted shadows, with ichor dripping from her beak. An ancient fear flickered in Inanna’s heart, awakening all the grief she carried for the son that had been lost to her, in that other time and place, in that other life.

“My jinn tell me that the angel is gone,” the Lugal said. “Fled. But we must end this dome before he can come back.”

Inanna put aside her fear and grief. She gave the Lugal a nod, focusing instead on the flicker of hope in her heart.

All the jinn sultans, together, shattered the dome. To Inanna, it resembled the breaking of a pot; the night itself split open and rained upon the land in shards of black. But when these shards landed, they vanished into the grass, as if they never were.

Despite being weary, Inanna could not help but run back to her tribe. Though only hours had passed for her, once she’d crossed the dome’s threshold into the true world, weeks had passed for them. They were barely hanging on.

Most of the tents had collapsed or been torn apart for fuel. The animals — what few survived — were little more than trembling things with brittle ribs. Men, women, and children lay under hides below the sky, most too weak to stand. The impaling stakes in the center of the camp still jutted skyward, but the bodies upon them were weathered. When they saw Inanna stumbling toward them, the first few thought she was a ghost.

Then Kamran cried out her name.

He ran as if the earth had been set aflame beneath him. His cheeks were hollow, his hair matted, but his eyes — those were alive, burning with a belief he had been close to losing. Himek followed, limping, one hand gripping his chest. They reached her, fell to their knees with her, and the three clung together in that ruined clearing.

“There is daylight,” Himek said. “How… where did you go?”

Inanna held his handsome face in her hands. “The Lugal is here. And the jinn with him.”

As if summoned by her words, the sound of marching rose from behind her. The Lugal’s host crested the low hill, phoenix banners fluttering in the wind, their hammered bronze armor gleaming.

What remained of the tribe assembled and the Lugal stepped forward, ahead of his column, his expression one of solemn purpose. “You endured,” he said to them. “Now rise. Your suffering is at an end.”

But Inanna, though she rose with the others, felt no triumph, only unease. For she knew something the Lugal did not: Angels were not vanquished so easily. Some slipped away into Labyrinthos. Others hid in rifts between veils. She prayed Nonany Non would find some other people, in some other time and place, to torment instead of them.

While the Lugal and his retainers helped feed and heal the tribe, Inanna walked into the wilderness. There, she found another monster, one who had haunted her whether it was present or absent.

Loqis was unfurled across the heavens in all her cacophony of tentacles and feathers. Inanna did not want to look up, but she forced herself to.

“Do you remember me?” she asked.

The jinn sultana gazed down with all her vast indifference. “Never have I known you.”

Had she forgotten? Was she being dismissive? Or was it something even stranger? Regardless of the reason for her indifference, Inanna had something to say.

“You took my one son away, but you helped me save another son. So I… I forgive you.”

It was like speaking to a cloud, for all Loqis seemed to care. But forgiveness carries a power all its own. Finally, unburdened by her hate, Inanna was free.

That would mark the end of her interactions with gods, angels, jinn, and all the awful truths hidden behind so many veils. She lived long, happy, and free. And so others could live the same, she did not burden them with the tales of her past, nor did she warn them of the terror of the stars, believing it to be too far away in time to matter.

Inanna died an old woman, surrounded by her children and grandchildren, in her own bed, in her own tent, having carried it all.

“Well, that’s it,” Soraya said. “You got what you wanted. A happy ending.”

It didn’t feel like it. After so much attention paid to how the angel had tormented Inanna and her tribe, I yearned to know more about how they would recover. How they would plant flowers, have weddings, and enjoy clear sunrises. And maybe she could have another adventure, of much lighter fare.

But perhaps my dissatisfaction was due to a dread Soraya didn’t share: the dread of the executioner, who had to live with what he would do, unlike the one he executed. I wished Inanna could’ve had a thousand more adventures so I’d have some reason not to kill this woman.

“Can I ask you a question?” I said.

“Just one?”

“How much of that is true?”

She shrugged what little she could with the rope binding her. “I made it up. Well, some of it I wove in from stories I’d heard from my grandmother. Karmaz never froze, did you know? Our mountains were warm even when the rest of the earth was ice. If you go deep into the caves, you find entire cities in the dark — long abandoned, hovels covered in faded words written in a script no one knows. So the stories we pass down are old.”

“That’s all well and good, but it’s not what I’m asking. I want to know, is any of it true for you?”

“It helped me escape.” She sighed, as if she’d condensed so much in those four words. “I hope it helps you find your way.”

“Escape from what?”

“Ah ah.” How could she grin like that with death so near? “You chose Inanna’s story, remember?”

“Fair enough.”

“But… if I’m being honest… there is some of me in Inanna, and some of Inanna in me.” She actually blushed. “And if I’m being really honest, I prefer I remain a mystery to you. I think you’d like me better that way. I think it’s worse when we fill in all the mystery with sad and miserable stories, don’t you think? Because unlike Inanna, Soraya doesn’t have a happy ending, does she? Soraya doesn’t get to escape the things haunting her — not in this life, at least. So that’s it, then.”

It seemed she was done speaking. She was ready to die. But I wasn’t ready to kill her, even though the Stranger ached to smell her blood. “I don’t know if I’ll ever escape what’s haunting me. I’m constantly confused about what is right and wrong. Which path is straight and which is crooked. It’s all because of him. I wish I didn’t have this… this other person, this curse inside of me.”

“You haven’t realized it yet, have you, Razi?”

“Realized what?”

“The one you call the Stranger is no curse. He carries it for you. He carries the sad story so that you can set it down. So that you can live. It’s time for you to give him what he needs. I’m ready.”

She was right, wasn’t she?

“Oh, I almost forgot,” she said. “I owe Dalia two dinars. That’s her real name, not her pleasure girl name. Think you could pay her?”

I nodded.

“There’s also this cat I sometimes feed, over on Mouthwater Lane. Black with golden spots. Sweet little thing. It’s a miracle she survived the falling fish, so could you…”

I nodded.

“Thank you, Stranger. Now I’m really ready.”

For a lingering moment, I just breathed and gazed at her, wishing time would pause. I thought about how her hair smelled, that first time I’d marked her. I thought about the day I saved her life, at the cost of Zafar’s, and how relieved she sounded when she realized she was free. How she looked at me as her savior. But now, when I looked into her emerald eyes, they looked at death. She wasn’t going to shut them, was she? She was going to make me close them, after all the warmth was gone.

Do it, the Stranger whispered. Do it now.

“In the name of Lat… and for the good of her servants.” I pulled out my dagger and sated the hunger.
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The astrologer at the Hole of Bones gave me a surprise.

“No graves, today?” I asked to be sure.

The straight-backed man sitting on the carpet in the middle of the cave repeated, “No graves.” He wore his turban like a tower. His beard was grayer than a dead rat. The bones he’d rolled littered the carpet — tiny things, likely those of a pigeon, a bird I hadn’t seen in many moons. I couldn’t read the language of the bones, but the Bargah paid this man and his order well, and he’d been right more times than not.

So we dug no graves that morning.

The qahwa merchants were charging higher prices again, and with Zafar in Barzakh, there was no one to haggle the crafty Himyarites down to something resembling decency. No matter. The men of Green Field lounged on carpets that had once been red but were now the color of parched grass. Some of us leaned against dead palms whose bark peeled off in curls. A serving boy ladled out chickpea stew from a dented copper pot; it smelled like boiled sand and desperation, but we dipped our flatbread in it anyway.

“I’d kill a man for some dried fucking meat,” Red Turban Rouf said, licking a smear of stew from his thumb as if hoping it would magically turn to mutton. “Lat, give me a belt of salted, sun-dried goat and I’ll never miss a prayer again.”

Bald Koustas launched into his usual tale — the one about how he once ate eleven chickens in a single sitting. Rowdy the Rain Summoner snorted and called him a liar, which set Strawcloak Yedum off defending Koustas on the grounds that he himself had once eaten seven chickens, so eleven wasn’t beyond reason. Rouf waved them off with a curse, declaring he didn’t give a donkey’s arse about chickens past or imagined — only the ones he could eat, which was precisely zero, since none of us had seen a chicken in years.

I yawned and tilted my cup to coax the last stubborn streak of qahwa from its base. It slid down like burnt tar. The taste lingered on my tongue, bitter enough to remind me I was still alive. Then someone tapped me on the shoulder.

It was the Bargah’s errand boy, dressed in a yellow caftan with silver buttons. “Sheikh Rofgar requests you at his residence.”

“What for?”

“He did not say, only that it was urgent.”

As I rose, so did a dozen others.

“Just you, Rais Razi,” the boy clarified.

So I went alone to Rofgar’s villa, only the third time I’d been there. The courtyard smelled like fresher bread than what we’d been eating, and there were even a few juicy locusts standing guard at the door. Rofgar was there, in the antechamber, waiting for me in a robe patterned with fig leaves. He said nothing and led me up the stairs.

We stopped in a room crowded with trinkets, like those in his office. Some were on display on the dark cedar shelves that lined every wall. There were jars and chests and boxes of every size, containing all manner of things that looked even older than their owner: swords with crystal pommels in the shape of falcons, folded caftans stiff with age, turbans of faded white, rotted reed sandals, scrolls with handwriting that seemed impossible to read, and coins featuring the visages of kings I’d struggle to name. What surprised me most was the lack of dust — Rofgar kept this room spotless.

“Wait here a moment.” He left through one of the doors we hadn’t come through.

That sigil was everywhere: the Fig of Knowledge of the Saint Kings. Stamped onto the scrolls, emblazoned on the blades, even etched into some of the sandals. It seemed the sheikh hoarded every remnant of their righteous rule. I glanced around, my eyes tired, not interested in the past, only in why I was summoned here. And then something caught my eye.

It stood out for its strange luster: Whereas time had eroded every other shimmer, whether silver or gold, this thing gleamed as if new. And it gleamed darkly. I covered my mouth the moment I realized what it was.

A black coin.

I opened the jar that held it; it felt as familiar as it looked. Same size, same heft. It was no different than the black coins the night maiden would leave under my pillow.

“You look like you’ve just seen a jinn.” Rofgar walked into the room, an infant child asleep in his arms. “The coin of the Black Prayer. I had more, but they went missing a few months ago. I have no idea why anyone would want them. Mayhap a shiqq or nasnas stole them.”

The baby and the coin both now distracted me. Rofgar took my bewildered silence as an invitation to continue talking.

“I take it you don’t know the history. The Black Prayer was a sect of heretics that sprouted at the time of Saint King Dastagir. They followed a woman saint, believe it or not, who preached that the world was soon to end, that the Great Terror was mere moons away. Sounds normal enough, I know, but they also taught that the Recitals of Chisti contained a hidden prayer, which they called the Black Prayer. Apparently, if you read the thing backwards, you could unlock powers hidden within your ruh that could help you survive the calamities of the Great Terror.”

I continued to stare at the coin in my hand, thoughts racing. “What was her name?”

“Whose name?”

“The saint.”

“Oh, no one knows her name, but she called herself the Night Maiden. Did you know they took over Dorud for a few years? That coin in your hand — they minted them. Only when you hold it over a candle can you see the visage of the Saint Queen — facing to the left, strangely enough. Kings and queens should always look to the right, or straight.” The baby cooed, and Rofgar hushed him with a loving bob.

“Didn’t know you had grandchildren,” I said, my mind struggling to put the pieces together.

“Ruqaya had a son who lived a score of moons — so I was, in fact, a grandfather for a time. But you are right, and it’s unlikely I’ll live to become one again.” Rofgar smiled. “This is my own son, Rais. He was just born today.”

It wasn’t impossible for a man of the sheikh’s age to have children, but it was unusual. I didn’t show my surprise. I contained my thoughts, suspicions, and worries and gave him a false smile. “May Lat shower him in blessings. But I doubt you invited me here to talk about black prayers and show me your newborn babe.”

“Right again. Come this way.”

The sheikh led me into the room he’d just come from. It was small, but it did have a large open window that faced the dead lemon tree in the courtyard. It also had a floor bed, and lying on it was Sahar, covered in blankets that rose and fell with heavy breaths. She blinked a few times when she saw me, her forehead sweat-soaked.

Rofgar left the room. I knelt and did my best to hear the words Sahar was mouthing.

“Didn’t… get it… all… out.”

I sat beside her. I was the one who’d told her to retch, after I’d slain the abomination that had tried to eat her a few weeks ago. She’d swallowed so much of that fucking tar, but I thought — I was sure — she’d vomited it all out. “Well, where’s the bloody healer?”

She shook her head limply. “Nothing… he can do.” Even muttering these few words was making her breathless.

“What are you saying? What are you saying to me, Sahar?”

Instead of answering, she closed her eyes.

Rofgar came to the doorway, now without his son. “The healer says she’s turning to stone, like all the others, but slowly and from the inside out.” He said it as if he was reading a tax report. “He says there’s no known cure, and that she will die today. That’s why I called you here. So you could see her one last time.”

No tears on his face. No bags beneath his eyes. None of the loud grief he’d shown the Shura when Ruqaya died. I worked for this man; he fed the two hundred I commanded, but I couldn’t help but be angry.

“You put her in danger,” I said. “Most fathers wouldn’t let a girl like her out of the house, for fear of something happening to her, but you enlisted her in your schemes. And you did like with Ruqaya, too.” I wanted to punch the wall. “All she wanted was to please you. To protect you. To make you happy. And this… this is the love you show her?”

“It’s true.” Rofgar nodded. “There’s no need to play this game, not anymore, not when I’ve already won. Ruqaya and Sahar both served their purposes — perfectly willingly. As did you, Rais Razi.”

I stood and held my head high. “I’m just a khazi. I do what I’m paid to do. And I walk the straight path.”

He laughed. It seemed he was capable of every emotion except grief for his daughter. “Don’t you see how it’s a contradiction? ‘I do what I’m paid to do. I walk the straight path.’ You can commit to one or the other, but not both.” He put his hand on his heart. “Truth is, I had a similar dilemma. I had two paths open before me, but unlike you, I know that the one I chose wasn’t straight. But I also know that it’s for the good of all. And what’s a daughter or two compared to that?” He looked down upon his dying daughter as if someone had spilled milk on a carpet he barely cared for. “She liked you, you know, more than you probably realize. I could tell from how she talked about you, as if she’d seen the stars again.” He snickered.

“Why, Rofgar? You had everything a man could ever want.”

“It’s never about what you have. It’s always about what you can imagine. And even more than that, it’s about what you’ve lost and can never have again. Now say your goodbyes and get out of my house.” At that, Rofgar left us.

It was a terrible enough thing to die so young. A terrible enough thing to hear your father express such disregard at your deathbed. What could I say or do to ease any of that?

“Ra-zi…” She opened her eyes.

I swallowed my bitterness, pushed down my thoughts, and tried to be present. “Anything you… anything…” My tongue ached.

“Can you… move my bed… to the window?”

“Of course.”

I gripped the floor bed and slid it toward the window so she could gaze up at the sky. The sun was shining brightly behind its curtain of dust. But no star could shine so bright as to pierce that curtain. Sahar would not see them, even if she lived past sundown.

“Thank… you…”

“There are miracles, remember?”

She nodded, though she could barely move her neck.

I sat beside her and began to pray. “Saint Jamshed, Saint Rudi, Saint Awaz, Saint Sumaya, Saint…” I named at least twenty saints, many buried beneath the soil of Homara. “Ask Lat to save this woman at my side. To give her health. To guide her to the straight path. To bless her days and her nights. To make easy the path. To ease her sickness. Please just… just don’t let her die.”

I’d never prayed for anyone so earnestly, even myself. But I’d also never felt so helpless.

Something Sheikh Talha had said, before I sliced open his neck, bubbled up from the bottom of my thoughts: “The saints are sleeping in their shrines. Their souls are deep beneath the sea. They cannot hear us. They cannot take our prayers to Lat. If they could, the sky would have brightened long ago.”

No… it couldn’t be. There still had to be some living saints, dead of body but alive of soul, hearing us, leaving our prayers at the throne of Lat. There had to be.

“I like to think of myself as a saint, of sorts.” The voice came from the doorway.

When I saw who it was, my hand went to the dagger hidden in my caftan — the one with the moonlight blade. The mark I’d left her burned. Mine, the Stranger demanded. All mine.

“You can try.” Mama Mowt smiled with love. “You can try and see what happens.” In her arms was the babe. Rofgar’s son. She was nursing him at her breast.

“You were right here, once,” she said. “You’ve grown, but sadly, I wasn’t there to guide you. The man who guided you, he led you astray. Taught you all this nonsense, to sheathe you. But you ought to be the sword, unsheathed and held high, that you were born to be.”

She was thinner than when last I saw her, especially at the hips and belly.

“All this fucking time… you were right here.” My throat ached. “You must enjoy toying with us so much, else why do this?”

“If I told you that I just want to end the war, would you believe me?” She chuckled — a sound like vibrating glass. “You can be the one, Temur. You can be the prophesied Padishah.” She kissed the baby on the forehead. “Or it can be him — a new dawn for the Saint Kings. Either way, a lot of people will have to die. Do you think there is any other way to stabilize the realm, after Seluq the Dawn smashed it to pieces? We’ll create monuments to death, to order, to rebirth — and then, and only then, will the sky finally clear.”

She wanted to do evil, yet claimed it would lead to a good end. But hadn’t I been doing that, all along? Was the difference between her and me only that I’d buried a few bodies while she’d buried thousands?

She lifted the child off her breast, revealing a swollen, red nipple. I looked away, back at Sahar, whose eyes were half open and staring up at me with a longing for life.

“Save her,” I said. “Save her and I’ll be your sword.”

“No.” Mama Mowt handed the baby to a servant, then lifted her caftan back up to cover her breast. “I am no healing saint. I am a saint of death. Of course, all saints must have signs. I showed her mine.”

“The stars…”

“Her father had lost his faith, so I gave it back to him. And I gave her hope. Sadly, she won’t be dying with it.” That chuckle again. So grating.

It made me pull out the tearblade. But when I tried to lunge, I felt my limbs melt, and I hit the floor.

“You’re my son.” Mama Mowt stood over me. “I want you to be happy. I want you to have the world. But I won’t save your little friend. You need to be strong, Temur. You need to stop escaping your pain.” She kicked the dagger out of my paralyzed hands. “As for that thing, well, that’s one meteor that should’ve never been summoned.”

I crawled out of that house on my hands and knees. All I could do was return to the barracks — without the tearblade, without hope, and with more questions than answers.

If Sahar couldn’t be saved, she could at least be avenged. Someone had to rid Homara of the plague of Mama Mowt. But it couldn’t be me. She could freeze me up on fear alone — a fear planted long ago, when I was but a boy. What, then, could I possibly do to stop her?

It would be better to just leave. Take Green Field and go somewhere else. Cross the Sea of Yuna and find some sleepy isle, or chart even deeper into the icelands of the infidels.

We ran before, Zafar said in my mind. And she found us.

Something flew in through my open window. It clanked onto the floor and rolled on its side until it hit the wall. Black and flat. The night maiden’s coin.

“Here.” The whisper came from my window. “There’s no need to look. I’m right outside.”

My distrust went up like a shield. I should’ve had it up this entire time with Rofgar, with everyone in this damned city. It wasn’t as if I trusted easily, but it seemed best not to trust at all. The only man who’d never betrayed me was dead, and the only woman lay dying.

“You…” I said while looking at the wall outside my window. “You say you’re the watcher when no one else is watching. You say you’re ridding this city of evil. And yet, the most wretched of all was under your nose, the entire time. Did you know? Did you know that Sheikh Rofgar had married Mama Mowt?”

“Yes.” Her voice was so light it floated on the air. But her answer… it was the heaviest of betrayals. It sank deep into my heart.

“A woman… a decent, good woman will die today because you were busy picking dust out of our eyes while someone drove a stake through our heart.”

“I know.”

“Is that all you have to say?” I shook my head with all my disgust. “No, of course it isn’t. You have a lot to say, you just don’t say it.” I picked the coin up off the floor and flung it out the window.

“You’re right.” Her voice cracked. “There is much I have hidden from you.”

“Then I think it’s time you unburdened yourself. I want to see you for what you are, naked in the light.”

“The sun is up, so I suppose it’s fitting. But I would ask you to sit, because it will not be easy to listen to. It will seem… bewildering. And it may even be hard to believe.”

“I’ll sit, stand, kneel. I’ll even balance on my head. Whatever you want. Just start. Start and don’t stop until it’s all made plain.”

“All right, then, Razi.” She sucked in a light breath. “It was nine months ago when everything changed. Nine months ago when we arrived at all that is holy…”
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The Tale of the Forgotten Girl and the Sunken Shrine

Upon this earth, there are places closer to a higher realm than to our own. Holy Zelthuriya is one. While millions revere it as the birthplace of Saint Chisti and the gravesite for the thousands of saints who would follow him, it is also a bridge into a realm hidden behind the first veil. Thousands of pilgrims come, seeking this bridge, if only to glimpse the vastness on the other side.

The forgotten girl was one such pilgrim. Ask all you like, but no one can tell you her name. No one knows the day she was born, not even her mother and father, and no one knows whether her hair was straight or curled. Her favorite foods, her most treasured possessions, her hopes for the future — all of it had melted away in the minds of her family and friends, like dreams upon waking.

But there was a time when she wasn’t a forgotten girl — when she was just a girl. She had come to Holy Zelthuriya on pilgrimage with her older sister, among a caravan of one hundred that had crossed the frigid dunes. When they arrived in the city, the girl could not take her eyes off its splendor.

The mountainsides were honeycombed with shrines, each a vast chamber carved long ago by the Efreet. Turquoise and gold domes sat atop the streets like crowns, their pigments bright enough to catch the haze-covered sun — even in a world so choked of light, they glowed with a lost radiance. Tall columns etched with supplications flanked every shrine’s entrance, and the entrances themselves were so wide and high it seemed a titan could step through without bowing.

Her older sister had not just come to pray. She had come to request the help of a great man. A man who’d lived so long that some even said he’d walked with Saint Chisti. He’d stared down Imperator Basil when he’d marched to these holy mountains at the head of a hundred thousand warriors. Supposedly, it was his prayer that had banished the infidel army and plunged them toward a fate worse than death.

The Magus Hanbal could call down lightning, not from the clouds, but from a higher heaven, one ruled by the jinn sultan Sut. But the girl did not find in him the greatness, glory, and wisdom that she’d expected. Instead, she saw a man who had lived too long. Perhaps it was his long life, filled with experiences she could not imagine, that had now become a veil over his eyes, clouding him to the plight of folk far below him.

“There is no danger,” the Magus said to the girl’s older sister during their brief meeting. “As long as Holy Zelthuriya stands, and continues standing, holiness will always win in the end. It emanates from this place. Evil comes and goes. Never forget that our realm was once conquered by infidels, self-assured in their triumph. They met their end right here, at these hallowed mountains.”

He didn’t care, did he? The Magus asked them to leave his room, which contained little else aside from a reed mat and a drinking cup. They returned to the prayer hall of Saint Chisti’s shrine, to the singing and wailing of so many supplicants.

“I can’t look upon Baba’s face and tell him I failed. I must try to at least convince the Disciples of Chisti of the danger of the devs,” said the older sister, whose name was Ruqaya. She’d explained it all to the girl during their journey. Wicked devs were spreading plagues outside Homara’s walls. They needed help to deal with them. “But you must be starving. Let’s eat something, first. Then I’ll drop you back at the lodging.”

“I can find my own way back,” the girl said. “I’m not a child. I’m ten and seven, for Lat’s sake.”

Ruqaya patted her younger sister’s curly head of hair. “You should savor being as young as you are. The day will come when you have to rub oil on your feet every morning.” Though they were sisters, Ruqaya was twenty years her senior. She’d been married twice and given birth four times, though none of the children had made it past twenty moons. In truth, she often thought of the girl more as a daughter than a sister.

The street outside bustled with pilgrims from the eight corners of the world. Some wore wool, some silk, and some lamellar. Sandaled feet padded over sandstone steps softened by hundreds of years of prayerful traffic. Everywhere the girl turned she saw color: dyed awnings stretched between carved towers; frescoes of winged jinn dancing through flame; markets selling mountains of saffron, fig and honey cakes, and strings of red pearls from the Yam Sup Sea. The air smelled of incense, crushed petals, and the char of a thousand and one oil lamps.

In the winding bazaar, filled with mysterious alleys and hidden shrines, they found meat to eat that wasn’t camel or horse. A whole oryx had been hung from an iron hook, its long pale horns like crescents. Flies gathered at its flanks, shimmering blue-black against the white hide. The butcher, an enormous man with arms like knotted rope, peeled back strips of meat for them.

“It seemed to me he didn’t care a fig,” the girl said to her sister as they ate together while sitting on a pair of low stools on the streetside. “What could you possibly say to convince him? Baba is only sixty and he’s stubborn as a mule. That man is hundreds of years old.”

Ruqaya ate in measured bites, whereas the girl ate as if they were racing. Already, half the meat’s oil was on her collar.

“I could break down and start crying,” Ruqaya said. “It always works with Baba.”

“Somehow I doubt he will care. He might even like it. I bet it gets him off. Bet he beats his meat to the thought of weeping women.”

“I don’t think a magus has those sorts of feelings. They fast until they feel nothing.”

“Fasting never worked on me.” The girl bit into the fat of her oryx shank, oil bursting onto her chin. “Always made me hungrier.”

“That’s because you have no patience. Are you even chewing?”

The girl made chewing sounds.

Ruqaya sighed, pulled a bone out from her meat, and set it down. “Listen to me, Nora. I know it’s fun seeing all the caves and shrines. But this is still a dangerous city. Don’t go anywhere without me, all right? Wait at the lodging.”

“You can’t throw a stone without hitting a pilgrim in the nose. And pilgrims aren’t thieves — you have to be rich in the first place to even get here, with how much it cost to pay those brutes to guard our caravan. This isn’t Homara. It’s brighter and the food doesn’t taste like ash. Nothing bad can happen to anyone, here.”

“That’s not true. Lest you forget, I only agreed to bring you on the condition that you’d obey me.”

The girl grunted in annoyance. “All right. Fine. I’ll wait for you. But please don’t waste all our time on that ancient man.”

They returned to their lodging, a mudbrick abode near the center of the Street of Small Miracles, which was sprinkled with the shrines of minor saints and thus less crowded. After her sister left to appeal once again to the Magus, the girl tried to do as she’d been told: simply sit still. But as the water clock drained, it began to prove difficult.

“I’ll just go have a look at the shrine next door,” she said to herself. “And then I’ll come right back. Nothing bad can happen.”

So she stepped outside and sought the nearest shrine. A dusty, domed structure sat at the end of an adjacent alleyway. It looked like all the others, and there were only two people there.

A man and his son. Foreign-looking, with their wispy golden bangs. The boy was around her own age. He gave her a smile when he caught her looking at him, which only made the girl backstep behind a pillar to hide her blush.

He was handsome, wasn’t he? All high cheekbones, with eyes like river quartz. His smile had revealed an easy confidence, though the slight dip of his head when he’d noticed her staring betrayed an equal amount of humility. But the girl hadn’t come to the holiest city in the world to ogle and be ogled at.

As nonchalantly as she could, she approached the sepulcher, finding herself next to the handsome boy. She said a prayer to the saint, despite not knowing his name, which was next to useless. You had to know the saint’s name to pray to them, and you had to say that name either out loud or in your heart. That was the only way they could hear you in Barzakh, that realm after death where souls await the Day of Judgment.

The father left the shrine, leaving her alone with the boy. It was awkward.

“What was your supplication?” he asked her in an oblong accent. How bold of him.

“That’s private.”

“You do not sound as if you hail from the Vogras, and I have never laid eyes on you before.” She could tell Paramic wasn’t his first tongue, with how many formal words he used, as if he’d walked right out of the Recitals of Chisti. “How do you know of our saint?”

She didn’t, and it was embarrassing. “All saints are friends of god, so what’s it matter?”

“You speak the truth. My name is Jalel.”

She wasn’t sure why he’d told her his name. Why he was smiling at her. Perhaps it was a country thing. The Vogras was a wide open land filled with mountains and fields and forests, whereas she’d grown up in a forest of heaped-up mudbrick and sandstone where it wasn’t wise to smile at strangers.

“I’m Nora,” she said to be polite.

“Where are you from?”

The inquisition was uncomfortable, but she decided to let her guard down, just a little. “Homara.”

That made the boy beam. “Praise Lat. My father and I will be traveling there in a few days.”

“Really? What for?”

“We are khazis, and we have been told they have a need for us, over there.” Khazis were hired hands that did your fighting for you, but also — somehow — claimed to be like dervishes, following a holy order. How those two things harmonized, the girl wasn’t sure.

“Have you been a khazi for long?”

“Not at all. Sorry, today is a very happy day for me. I only met my father today.”

That made the girl’s eyebrows curve and zag. “You mean, uh, you only met him for the first time?”

“Yes. My mother and him were temporarily married for a night, long ago, so I was never able to meet him until now.”

“Oh.” The girl knew about temporary marriage. Only poor people resorted to it. And soldiers. And whores. Her father had said it was barely lawful, and most of the Saint Kings had wholly forbidden it.

It sure sounded fun, though.

She also knew that if you had a child from a temporary marriage, you were obligated by Lat and law to care for it. So even if his father wasn’t around, since he was a khazi and all, he must’ve been sending them some money.

Jalel’s father called to him from outside the shrine.

“I have to go.” Jalel beamed and put his hand on his heart. “I hope to encounter you again, in Homara.”

“I hope so, too.” The girl managed a half smile.

She would see him sooner than she thought. The next day, in fact. Once again, her sister had left her at the lodging to attempt a third appeal with the Magus Hanbal and the Disciples of Chisti. And once again, the girl found it difficult to sit still. So she said to herself, “Just one shrine. It can’t possibly hurt, and it’ll make this day so much more bearable.”

This time, she walked a little farther than her street, through a few winding alleys and across the bird bazaar, which was incredible since there were no birds in Homara. The bazaar featured so many squawking, winged creatures of every color, some with plumage larger than her and others with beaks sharp enough to pierce armor. But the girl wanted to visit a saint, so she didn’t linger there and continued to wind her way into the thick of Holy Zelthuriya.

That was when she saw the boy again. He was humming a bright melody and staring at the mouth of a cave, within which was nothing but black. The pillars at the cave’s entrance had been wind-sheared and looked ready to crumble. Of all the shrines she’d encountered, this one seemed the least cared for, as if it’d been wholly forgotten.

The boy caught her staring and waved her over.

“Where’s your father?” she asked.

“He is selling booty he captured from a battle.”

“Oh. Nearby, or somewhere far?”

“The slave bazaar is on the other side of the main thoroughfare, I think.”

Good. They had time. “So are you just exploring, then?”

“You could say that. I thought I would pray at some shrines. I feel like I will need the blessings of many saints in the days to come. My father has told me that the life of a khazi is difficult, although he said it can also be rewarding in many ways.” The light in him seemed to dim. “To be true, I am worried. Rarely has my bravery been tested. What if I discover that I am a craven? What if I learn that I am weak? So I wish to pray to the warrior saints, the ones who walked the most blessed path of all. They who fought and died in Lat’s name.”

The girl knew many of the warrior saints. Her father had taught her their names and achievements, and he even had some of their swords on display in their villa. But she had no idea where their shrines would be in a city of a thousand thousand shrines.

“Saint King Jamshed,” she said the first name that came to mind. Then she giggled with embarrassment. “Oh wait, his shrine is in Qandbajar. Sorry.” She pulled at her own ear. “Uhh, there’s Saint Miqdad, whose shrine is somewhere here. He was an archer. He fought the Crucians.” She knew that somewhere here was not very helpful, but she enjoyed showing off her knowledge.

“You are a learned woman,” Jalel said. “Mayhap you have much to teach me.”

To distract him from the blush creeping onto her face, she replied, “How about this shrine, right here?”

They both stared into the cave mouth.

“I know not who is buried here,” Jalel said.

“I’m sure his name is written in there, somewhere. Every saint is holy, right? You never know which prayer will reach Lat.”

“That is true.”

Excitement poured into the girl’s veins. “Let’s go see!”

So they stepped inside. The way was longer and more winding than they expected, with only the barest light to guide them. Finally, they reached a chamber with a few lit candles and the faint beam of smothered sun. The sepulcher, however, was nowhere to be found. Instead, stones sat in a pile, upon which were chiseled words.

“Is this even a shrine?” The boy chuckled.

“Sure it is.” The girl pointed to the pile of stones. “Before we came up with all these fancy ways to mark our shrines, that was how they did it. Just stones and candles. Whoever was buried here, he could’ve been in the army of Saint King Jamshed, fighting Path of the Children heretics. Or maybe he fought the jinn-worshippers with Saint Chisti himself.” Those were all guesses, obviously meant to excite the boy.

She bent to read the words on the stones, hoping to learn the saint’s name. But the letters were too sinuous, too connected, sometimes by three or four lines. If this was Paramic, it wasn’t a style of calligraphy she knew.

“Strange.” She touched a stone. It was cold, like ice.

The chill clung to her fingers longer than it should have. She rubbed her hand against her robe, but the cold didn’t fade. It crept up her wrist, threading itself through her veins. She sucked in a breath.

“Nora?” Jalel’s voice echoed oddly in the chamber, as though the cave were swallowing it and giving back only a thin imitation.

“It’s… too cold,” she whispered. “Like something buried in winter.”

He knelt beside her and touched a different stone, one near the bottom of the pile. His hand recoiled immediately. “It is deathly cold.”

The candles flickered, though no air stirred. One by one, their flames leaned toward the stones, as if pulled by some faint attraction.

And then they fell.

It wasn’t clear what had happened. There had been no edge or hole, and the ground had not given way beneath them, otherwise there would have been a grumble and the shifting of rocks.

Instead, they’d fallen through the ground as if they’d fallen through air. They landed on their feet upon something solid, where the air was thick and the darkness deep and total. All they had to steady themselves was each other.

“I can’t see,” Jalel said, finding her hand and holding it tight. “Did the candles just go out?”

“I can’t see, either.” She squeezed his hand. “I think we fell down somewhere.”

“Like a forest trap?”

“I swear there was sunlight.” She turned in place, searching. Not a single shimmer or glimmer to be found. “What the hell is happening?”

Jalel reached out with his other hand, hoping to grasp onto something. But it only met air.

“What do we do?” the girl said. “How do we get out of this?”

The first thing they tried was screaming for help. When that didn’t work, they moved forward together while holding hands. But walking without being able to see your feet, or anything at all, proved to be fraught. No matter which direction they walked, it seemed they went nowhere. There were no walls to bump into. No paths to take. No sounds or scents to follow. Just nothingness, as if they’d fallen into⁠—

“The grave,” the girl said. “We’ve fallen into the grave, somehow.”

“You mean to say we have entered into Barzakh?”

The girl nodded. “The veil is thin in Zelthuriya, isn’t it? What if we fell through?”

“How can that be? We are alive. Barzakh is for the dead.”

“What if we died?”

“I do not remember dying.”

“What if no one remembers dying? Do you remember the exact moment when you fall asleep, each night? What if it’s like that?” The girl was scaring herself.

And scaring the boy, too. “But if this is death, we should be greeted by the saints, no? Unless…”

“Unless we’re sinners or infidels.”

The girl was not an infidel; she believed in Lat. She was a sinner, however. She’d pretend to be sick, sometimes, to skip prayers. She’d lie whenever she could get away with it, and even when she couldn’t. She’d stolen her sister’s jewelry and even pilfered dirhams from her father’s purse, once or twice. She wasn’t exactly a menace, but small sins do add up.

The boy, though, was as well-behaved as could be. Good-natured from birth, he spent his days helping his mother and taking care of his grandmother. He rarely missed prayers and only lied sparingly. Never had he stolen.

So it would have been odd for the two of them to share the same fate. But they didn’t know it. All they knew was that one moment, they were in a quaint, old shrine and the next, they’d fallen into a pit of total, quiet darkness.

The boy smelled something.

“Burning.” Jalel took a heavy sniff. “Fire, that is.”

The girl stuck her nose out until she smelled it, too. “Yeah, seems like it.”

“Let us follow it.”

So they walked, hand in hand, in the direction of the burning smell. Whatever was being burnt, it smelled bad. Like old hair, Nora thought. The stink grew thicker on her tongue the farther they walked, until she could chew it. Something else joined it too — a heat that pressed against her cheek.

“Something lies ahead,” Jalel whispered.

She couldn’t see what it was. But she felt it: a faint stirring in the air, as if the darkness had begun to breathe. Their feet brushed against scattered gravel, then against something smoother — a floor carved, not natural. Their joined hands grew slick with sweat.

A glow appeared. A smear of green that refused to illuminate anything around it. The girl squinted, but the darkness coiled around the glow, swallowing its edges. It flickered — and then she realized it wasn’t a flame, but writing.

Calligraphy burning green in the air.

Lines of script writhed and shifted, as though alive. Each letter seemed to have a thousand sides, as if one speck were filled with volumes of meaning. Though she couldn’t read the language, it impressed itself upon her, as if forcing its meaning down her throat.

Dead stars. Forgotten gods. Cities in the sky. Screaming angels. Tortured soul seas. An egg of metal. Gods born, gods born, gods born.

“Don’t look at it.” Jalel pulled her into his chest, tearing her eyes away. But she’d already seen too much. The terrible meanings were forcing their way through her thoughts, cutting everything she thought she knew to pieces.

The sound of a flint being struck reached their ears. A candle appeared, somewhere distant, somewhere low. The glow was enough for them to see the woman holding it. She was entirely gray: her rags, her skeletal frame, her face. It was as if she’d bathed in nothing but dust for a thousand years.

“That was a sip,” the gray woman said. “Nothing like the mouthfuls forced down my gullet.”

Jalel hugged the girl tighter. “Please,” he said to the dust-covered, ragged thing in the corner. “We are lost. Help us to get out of here.”

The gray woman wouldn’t even look their way. She clutched her candle, staring at the wall instead of the boy and girl and the glowing green words. “She thought she was alone. She thought she created everything that exists. She thought all emanated from her, that her authority was absolute. I am god and I am all that exists.”

“I am god and I am all that exists,” the girl repeated, as if she recognized that recital. As if it had been baked into her soul.

Jalel mistook that they were speaking about Lat, but the entity they referenced was far older, far deeper in the godhead.

“So you are a saint,” he said. “Is this the life in the grave, then? Is it truly this dark?” He shook his head, trying his best to disbelieve it. “Is this a trial, then? Can we get out?”

The woman finally turned their way. Her face was not that of a corpse or ghost, but a living thing with skin dry and swollen. Her eyes were pits ringed with raw, cracked flesh, and yet they gleamed with an awful alertness.

While the boy stared at her, shocked by what he saw, the girl could only stare at the thoughts in her mind. She saw a black bead alone in a colorless void. I am god and I am all that exists. Now be. From that bead, emanated another bead, only smaller. And from that one came forth yet another bead, and on and on and on, until the beads were smaller than a gnat’s wing and had spread across the vastness of time.

But the original bead had misunderstood its own aloneness. God it called itself, but if only you looked from a higher vantage, you would see the faint string tethering it, like an umbilical cord, to something else, to the entity that had birthed it. But that entity wasn’t god, either. From what the girl could tell, it mattered not how high you climbed or how far into infinity you could see. Because it goes on and on, endless in both directions.

“Does it have an end?” the girl asked the gray woman. “Does it have an origin?”

“It does,” the woman replied. “If you look long enough, you’ll see it. That’s what’s so frightening.”

“Then that is god,” the girl said.

“No.” The woman shivered and shook her head. “A blind fool cannot be god.”

The boy had heard enough of their bizarre conversation. It seemed wholly inappropriate, heretical even. It was time he showed some of that strength, some of that bravado he aspired to — that his father and the other khazis of his order would expect of him in the coming moons.

He made a fist. “This is sorcery, is it not? You are no saint. You are evil. Now let us out!”

The gray woman pointed a fat, dry finger at something behind them. Two doors. One was gray and the city of Zelthuriya appeared through its threshold, though it did not have any color. The other was golden, and within its threshold were golden dunes and a dark sky bright with pinprick golden lights, which the boy had never seen but recognized from all the stories he’d heard of before.

The boy and girl looked at each other, unsure of what to make of it.

“Ugh.” The girl clutched her head. What had begun as an anguish within her mind was now a very physical pain, throbbing in her forehead. Had the boy been slower to tug her gaze away from the letters, she would have lost all sense of herself — but she was still there, just smaller, just crushed beneath a mountain of words and thoughts and images too fathomless to fit into the boxes she’d built to make sense of the world.

“Let us go back unto the streets of Holy Zelthuriya,” the boy said. “The other door… I know not where it leads. But it must be very far if the sky is so clear.”

The girl knew in her heart that there was no such thing as going back. The dread settling in her stomach told her as much. Still, she nodded, hoping that the boy’s determination could guide them home.

He held her as they walked toward the gray door. The boy was tempted to look back, one last time, at the gray woman and the floating letters. But he let the temptation pass and stepped through.

They were back outside the cave mouth, on the very same street where they’d been happily conversing earlier. Except something was immediately and obviously different.

Nothing had any color.

The sky was gray, as it had always been. The domes and frescoes and calligraphy, once so brightly painted, were now shades of gray. The people walking up and down the street wore gray robes, and their lips and eyes and skin were gray, as well.

No matter how much the boy rubbed his eyes, gray was all he could see. The only things that weren’t gray were him and the girl.

“I… I should go home,” she said, yearning to lie down and sleep.

“I shall accompany you there.”

They noticed something odd as they walked; their steps made no sound, as if they were walking upon a cloud. When they arrived at the girl’s lodging, what happened there shocked them out of any hope.

The girl went to open the door, but her hand could not clutch the handle. When the boy tried, it was the same. Their hands went through it, as if they were⁠—

“Ghosts. We are ghosts,” the boy said. “How else to make sense of this?”

The girl could not even attempt to make sense of anything. While the boy was shocked at their present circumstance, she was experiencing a shattering far deeper, one that penetrated everything she thought she knew and every single thing she’d ever experienced.

“I need to lie down,” she said as she walked through the door.

The boy was aghast at the sight. He stared at the door in horror, then decided to be brave and step through it, as well. There was a moment of cold darkness as his eyes went through the wood, but he made it to the other side, and all without ever opening the door.

He followed the girl into her room, where she was staring at her bed. When she stepped onto it, her foot went through the mattress. It made the boy gasp. Instead of trying again, the girl curled up on the floor and went to sleep.
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The Tale of the Forgotten Girl and the Godhead

When the girl awoke, she was alone. The room was as it had been — the low pallet with its thin mattress, the clay water jug in the corner, the strip of sky showing through the lattice — but it was all gray. Her bones ached. For a few breaths she clung to the hope that it had all been a dream: the cave, the letters, the dusty woman, the two doors. Then she tried to push herself up using the edge of the bed. Her hand slid through it as if through smoke, giving her nothing to brace against. She had to roll onto her knees and stand without support.

“Jalel?” she called. Her own voice sounded normal to her — a little hoarse, but still hers.

No one replied. The only sound she heard was the muffled life of the street outside: donkey hooves, hawkers calling, someone laughing at a joke she couldn’t quite make out.

She went to the door and reached for the latch. Her fingers passed through. No sensation, not even resistance. Gooseflesh raced up her arm. She grit her teeth, took a step forward, and walked through the door. Again there was that brief instant of total black as her eyes crossed the thickness of it, and then she was on the other side, standing in the street.

Pilgrims flowed past as they had yesterday: traders balancing baskets, a mother scolding her child, a pair of young dervishes arguing about whether Saint Chisti was completely perfect or capable of minor sins (whenever someone mentioned minor sins, it made her think of kissing). All of them were gray, every robe and face and turban and sandal some shade between ash and slate. Only she carried any color at all — the sky blue of her caftan, the brown of her skin. It made her feel naked, somehow.

“Pardon me,” she said to the closest man, a stout pilgrim with a shaggy beard. “Can you help me?”

He walked straight through her. His body passed where hers stood and she felt a wash of cold, like stepping through a waterfall made of air. She gasped and spun, expecting him to do the same, to shiver and clutch at his chest and say, “What was that?” The man only scratched his nose and kept walking.

She tried again, this time planting herself directly in front of a boy no older than ten. He collided with her — or would have, if she’d had any weight. Instead, his strides carried him right through her middle. The girl felt the cold rush of him pass, but the boy just rubbed his arms.

“I have to find Ruqaya,” she said.

By the time she reached the Shrine of Saint Chisti, her throat hurt from calling to people who would not answer. The line to enter was as long as ever, winding across the thoroughfare and snaking in between the adjacent mountains. She decided to skip the line, since no one could see her in any case, and sneak in through the massive door. The great hall was as full as ever: rows of kneeling pilgrims, shoulders touching; old women rocking as they wept; men standing with their palms raised, eyes squeezed shut. There were many beautiful recitals — and as much discordant wailing.

She spotted Ruqaya in the front row, wrapped in her travel cloak, head bowed. A feeling of relief flooded her senses. “Ruqaya!” she cried, hurrying forward. “I’m here, I’m all right!” She tried to touch her sister’s shoulder, but her hand sank through wool and flesh. The chill of it bit deeper than before. Ruqaya didn’t flinch. She didn’t even pause in her recitation.

“…and have mercy on my father, and on my mother, and on Sahar,” Ruqaya whispered. “Please ask Lat to guide the Magus so that he may decide to help us.”

“What about me?” the girl said. “Pray for me, too. I’m right here. I’m right here.” She leaned close enough to smell the chickpeas from breakfast on her sister’s breath. “Ru, look at me. Please.”

Ruqaya lifted her head, just a little, as if some itch had tugged at her. Her eyes passed over the girl’s face without catching. They went instead to the sepulcher, wherein lay the holiest man to ever walk. “I came all this way alone. You know that, don’t you? I have done my part.”

“You didn’t come alone.” The girl grunted. “What are you, stupid? Why aren’t you out looking for me? Why aren’t you praying for me? I’ve been gone all night and morning! Aren’t you concerned at all?”

In desperation, the girl hurried through the maze of hallways until she found the door of Magus Hanbal’s chamber. She walked straight through the wood into the sparse room with its reed mat and drinking cup. The Magus knelt in the corner facing a bare wall, lips moving soundlessly. She still couldn’t believe how young he looked. She recalled that he had blue eyes and yellow hair, like Jalel, but now she couldn’t see those colors, only shades of gray. His rough, carded wool robe, which was gray before, looked even grayer now.

“You bastard.” The girl was frustrated, to say the least. “Forget Homara. You can’t even protect your own city. The city where you’ve been living for Lat-knows-how-long. There is evil dwelling here, and you can’t even see it, can you? How has time made you so blind?” She slapped him, feeling only a chill as her hand went right through him.

Hanbal’s lips stilled. His head turned a fraction toward her, close enough that, for a heartbeat, hope flared inside her. His brows knit. A faint shiver passed through his shoulders, like a man feeling the edge of a draft.

He raised a hand and rubbed his cheek. “Mm.”

Had her pleading worked? Had she reached him? The girl sucked in a breath and screamed as loud as she could, for as long as she could.

The Magus glanced around the room and blinked. “Must check for nasnas under the floor.” He cleared his throat and resumed his silent prayer.

The girl ran out of breath and slumped onto the ground. Some part of her had expected that if anyone could pierce whatever veil had dropped over her, it would be this ancient man who spoke with jinn. But he bowed his head, and whatever faint sensation had brushed him a moment ago slipped away.

She backed out of the chamber, out of the shrine, and back onto the streets, feeling more insubstantial with every step. No one saw her. No one heard her. And worst of all, no one seemed to know that she was missing.

The girl drifted through the colorless streets, deeper into Holy Zelthuriya than she’d ever gone before. The shrines thinned and were replaced by shaded walks, paved in pale tiles. Palm trees rose in wild rows along channels of running water. Pilgrims rested against the bark of the palms, sipping honey sherbet or laban. They did not look at her when she passed.

“I might as well be naked,” she said.

That would be sinful, because there was someone who could, in fact, see her. Jalel stood near a long pool, his reflection sharp and colored in the water. His skin held its warmth. His clothes kept their hue. When she approached, he was relieved to see her.

“You have risen,” he said. “How fares your health?”

She wasn’t sure how to answer that question. Frustration was erupting within her like that mountain whose dust covered the sky. Beneath that fire, she still felt the strangeness and dread she’d witnessed in those floating green letters. But it was a memory, now, no longer a present experience. And a memory could be digested; even if it had shattered her core, she could always rebuild herself.

“I’m feeling better,” was what she decided to tell the boy.

They walked together along the water. He told her how he’d wandered after leaving her, how he’d tried to speak to a spice seller whose scales passed straight through his hand, how a woman had run through him laughing without ever knowing. She told him of Ruqaya ignoring her at the Shrine of Saint Chisti, of the Magus Hanbal pausing for a moment, then dismissing the feeling and moving on.

Then he told her about his father. How he’d not returned to the place where they’d planned to meet. How he’d gone about his day, praying at shrine after shrine, as if the boy’s disappearance were not a worry at all.

“Ruqaya seemed unworried about me, too,” the girl said. “She didn’t even mention me in her prayers.”

“He did not spare a mention for me, either. And yet, he claimed he always prayed for me, even though he had never had the chance to meet me.”

“Have they… forgotten us?” A fear wormed its way into the girl’s thoughts. There was a plague called the dim shape. It caused sufferers to think they had a loved one whom they’d forgotten, and that this loved one had been blotted from the Book of Fates. But what if it were not a delusion, but a reality?

What if they had become forgotten people?

She didn’t tell the boy her fear. She didn’t want to panic him. Perhaps whatever was veiling them would pass, like a storm cloud, and they’d waken to a world of color where warm hugs awaited them. She decided to bite onto that hope, for now.

“I think we went through the wrong door,” the boy said. “The other one was far more beautiful.”

She nodded. “Should we return to the shrine? Do you think we can still choose the other door?”

“We must needs try. Whatever this is,” he glanced at the gray all around them, “it is not a good fate.”

They left the oasis-walk behind and returned to the arteries of Zelthuriya, where the sandstone narrowed into throats and every corner held a shrine. They were in a hurry, only stopping briefly to catch their breath. When they arrived at the street just past the bird bazaar where the shrine lay, what awaited them was like a punch to the gut.

There was no cave mouth.

Even the weathered pillars that had flanked it were gone. Just smooth mountain stone, like lips covered over by skin. It was as if the shrine had never been there in the first place.

“Did we take a wrong turn?” the girl said.

The boy thought about it while walking up and down the narrow lane. “This is the very same place.” He threw his hands up. “How can a shrine disappear?”

“I don’t know.” The girl shrugged. “The same way we did?”

“Wait…” The boy bent his neck to look at the ground. “Remember when we fell?”

“Of course. The real shrine was below us.”

They both bent and brushed the street. It was mostly packed earth, crushed stone, and mud, but they could feel it. The girl tried to push on the mud to leave her handprint, but it was too solid — or perhaps she was too weak.

“Why do our hands fall through everything, except the ground?” she said. “Doesn’t that make no sense? Earlier, I couldn’t even stand on my own mattress. But we’re standing on the ground right now.”

“I do not know.” The boy turned back to look at the smooth rock face where the cave mouth had been. “By Lat… what if we tried to just… walk right through it?”

And so they did. The girl went in first, crossing through the rock face in several black seconds. The boy came in after her. They were now back in the interior of the shrine. And it was cold.

The girl shivered. The boy rubbed her arm, warming her. His touch did more than that, though — it made her feel much less alone, much more cared for. She didn’t want to stop feeling it, so she took his hand and held it tight.

They walked together toward the rockpile that marked the saint’s gravesite. Except something was different. The winding way now descended steeply. At first they thought maybe they’d remembered it wrong, but after a few minutes of not seeing the rockpile or anything that resembled the old shrine, it became obvious something had changed.

Dread grew heavy in the girl’s belly. It was fueled not just by her outer circumstances, but by something gnawing at her thoughts. She remembered the beads the green letters had shown her. She remembered how they had all given birth. Gods birthing gods. She understood it now, well enough — mankind was uncannily similar, after all. Someone had given birth to her, and if she were fortunate, she might give birth to someone in the future. But there was something the green letters had shown her that didn’t make sense at all.

At the end of all the black beads, there was a white bead.

The white bead had not been born yet, nor would it ever give birth. The white bead was the opposite. Its umbilical cord projected from the future into the past, as if it were somehow causing its own creation — even though it did not exist yet. The girl couldn’t make sense of it, and the whole time they were walking down the winding way, she was watching the white bead spin backward in her mind. No matter how tightly she clutched the boy’s hand, it wouldn’t stop terrifying her.

The sunlight from above was becoming too faint. The boy stopped.

“We cannot keep going,” he said. “We will be blind.”

“We were blind before, remember?” The girl realized something. When they’d fallen into that pitch black space, it was not some sort of cavern. They must’ve fallen into the earth itself, into solid rock. That was why it felt so constricted, so alien. And yet, that gray woman and her letters had been there, waiting.

Where was she now?

The answer came first not as a sight, but as pressure, like a thumb pressing into the softest part of her skull. The air ahead thickened. The tunnel’s walls, which had looked like honest stone a moment ago, began to show faint seams, like old scars reopened. Hairline cracks threaded through the rock in purposeful patterns. They made no shapes she recognized at first; then she realized they were letters, the same sinuous script as before, only not written on flame. They were written into the mountain itself, like veins in a corpse.

Jalel’s grip tightened around her fingers. “By Lat, what is happening?”

From deeper below came the sound of flint on stone. A candle flickered.

Its glow did not travel outward. It hung in the air, small and stubborn, refusing to share itself with the dark. There stood the gray woman, as if she’d been waiting with patient malice the entire time. But she was not as she had been. The gray of her rags was darker, as though she’d been soaking up ash. Her skin, once dry and swollen, looked stretched too tight, pulled into angles that made her face seem sculpted from old parchment.

Jalel did not waste time. “No one can see us. No one even remembers that we ever walked the earth. This is by your hand, is it not?” He made a fist. “Unmake your spell. Unmake it now and return us to normal.”

The candle trembled in her hand. The woman looked smaller somehow than before, bent in on herself. “We are each at the shore of nonexistence.” Her gray face twisted with disappointment. “And yet, this is as far as we can go.”

Though Jalel was perplexed by her words, the girl understood the truth of nonexistence. It almost seemed peaceful, especially for souls that had lingered on and on — frequently in pain, sparingly happy, and often bored to delirium.

“We want to keep existing,” the girl said. “Please don’t include us in this.”

“It’s too late,” the woman replied.

“Why? Why did you do this to us? We had families. We had lives.”

“I was trying to give you a gift. Every time someone walks into my shrine, I write the spell a little differently, hoping with all my heart that maybe — just maybe — it will work, this time. I won’t stop until it does. For all our sakes.”

The boy had heard enough. The boy had heard too much. “You are evil. You are a servant of Ahriyya. You should not be here, in our holy city.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you knew what was coming.” A tear of pure dust bled from the woman’s eye. “The only way to save us all, the only way to escape, is to simply not be. But no matter how close I get, no matter how I write the spell, I can’t seem to get it right.”

What was coming? The girl wondered if she was talking about the white bead. It was inevitable. All those births, emanations, creations — the entire godhead — was fated by its hand, by something that hadn’t even been born yet.

Be.

“Unmake the spell,” the boy demanded. “You did the spell, so unmake it.”

The woman took a step toward them and stopped. “You still are. But what is erased I know not how to rewrite. Rejoice, for now you are light as a leaf. Embrace that, and find your way.”

“What of the other door?” the boy asked. “It was far less bleak. Can we pass through it, still?”

“It remains open to you,” the woman said. “As do many doors that were once closed. But none will lead you back to what you’ve lost. Know that what you see through a threshold hides far more than it reveals. Tread carefully.”

The woman pointed a fat finger at their backs. There it was — the golden door. The image painted upon it was bright and beautiful: sweet, golden sand and a sky lit up by lights.

When the girl looked back to ask the woman a question, she was gone. So she asked Jalel, instead, “What if that leads us even farther from home?”

Its beauty was so alien. No desert she’d ever witnessed had been so mesmerizing. Her father and her sister Sahar had claimed they’d seen the stars, once, on that terrible journey from Dorud, which she barely remembered because she was so young.

“I think we should try,” the boy said.

“I don’t want to go far away from my sisters.”

“My father journeyed far from his home, as any khazi must, and yet he found his way. Now I must do the same.”

“My home is everything to me. I won’t leave it.”

“I understand.” The boy nodded. “I am afraid we must part ways, for now.”

That scared the girl more than anything. Jalel’s presence was like a fire during a cold sandstorm. She already felt so alone.

“I shall go through the door,” he said. “And we shall meet again, somewhere, somehow.”

“But what if we can’t find each other?”

“We will.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “I promise. And perhaps, perhaps, one of us can find someone who can unmake this spell. But we have a better chance if we take different roads.”

The girl knew he was right, but it still hurt. It made her throat go dry and ache. She nodded, understanding fully.

The boy walked forward, an inch from the threshold. He looked back at the girl, let go of her hand, and said, “I promise to find you again. Lat keep you.”

The girl shouted, “Wait!” but it was too late.

The door vanished as soon as he stepped through it, sapping all the warmth from an already cold world.

The girl would not meet another person she could talk to, not for many moons.

She left her sister in Zelthuriya and returned to Homara. She went home, but the veil separating her from her father and sister was impossible to pierce, no matter what she tried — and she tried everything.

And then one day, she stuck her hand through a jar of black coins, which her father collected. Somehow, she pulled them out.

Her father had told her a story about those coins. They were forged from a meteor summoned by a heretical saint who called herself the Night Maiden. She contemplated tossing the coins at her sister, but that would only scare her. She thought, maybe, she could arrange the coins into letters and words, but what would she say? Her family couldn’t even remember she existed. They would go on and on about how much they missed Ruqaya, how they hoped she’d return safely from her pilgrimage to Holy Zelthuriya, but nothing about her.

She could be standing in the most crowded part of the city, and yet feel all alone. She never knew that such a thorough loneliness could exist. It did not just gnaw at her; it swallowed her whole. She missed the boy. She missed him so much. All she wanted was to hold his hand, even for a moment. To feel the warmth pulsing through his skin. To laugh together. To catch his smile, and to smile back.

One day, as she surveyed the arms bazaar, someone looked right at her, into the whites of her eyes. He was a man from a khazi order that had recently arrived in the city. At first, she assumed he’d merely looked at whatever was behind her. She hadn’t experienced someone’s gaze since Jalel had stepped through that door. But when she began following him, he looked at her again, and again.

“Bright morning,” she said.

“Eh, not with these prices,” he replied.

It was the happiest she’d felt since holding Jalel’s hand. So the veil could be pierced.

But the veil, she came to learn, also allowed her to see everything. She could watch, she could listen, and she could not be stopped. The things she saw people do, the evil she witnessed daily — it was no wonder the city was cursed by devs. So much murder, thievery, and cruelty beyond belief. She had lived in Homara for much of her life, and yet it was as if she had never truly known it. Why would Lat — the only entity in the godhead with an ounce of mercy for mankind — ever answer the prayers of a people so wicked, so enslaved to their own baseness, so given to following their worst whims?

Perhaps, as a forgotten girl, she could do what her sister and father couldn’t do. What the Magus had refused to do.

Forget about saving herself. She could save Homara and all those who had forgotten her.

Of all the stories I’d heard, this one might have been the strangest.

I sat on my carpet for a good while, thinking about it. Thinking not just about the night maiden, but also about Sahar, Rofgar, Ruqaya, and Omeida. The deluge of thoughts, many laced with regret, was too much to sift. So I focused on what mattered in the moment.

“You say you want to save Homara,” I said to the girl outside my window. “Yet your sister lies dying or dead, all because of a plague. The plague of Mama Mowt. You could have helped me stop her, the moment you learned she was living in your house. Yet you let it happen and offer no explanation.”

The girl was still crying. She’d cried while telling her story, especially when she’d watched Omeida’s son go through the door. Her sobbing told me she’d never heard from him.

“You can’t kill her,” the night maiden said. “You can’t stop her in the way you’re thinking.”

“But she can be killed. The tearblade… I was there when it cut her. I saw what it did to her. I know she fears it.”

“It may have worked, once. But that trick has been played. She has more eyes than you know. No matter which direction you attack from, she’ll see it coming. It’s a hopeless endeavor.”

“And yours is not so hopeless?”

“Yes, because I understand her purpose. I have watched her. I know what she is here to do. She has come to worship.”

“Worship? Worship what?”

“You have seen the idol.”

Ah, the idol. That dervish I’d killed had told me its name, but I couldn’t remember it. Some Ethosian creature. In any case, the name didn’t matter. The idol was holding its own head, which had a mess of tentacles for a beard. It was a ghastly thing to worship. “What does it ask of her?”

“To glorify it.”

That sounded so absurdly simple that I wanted to laugh. “Surely it’s not so straightforward.”

“Rituals never are. She is a saint, and Dumah is her god. The abominations… they are her miracles. They are proof that her god loves her.”

Was I one of those abominations? Did she seek to use me to glorify her god? To build monuments to destruction? Was that why she’d made me this way?

“Is there not something more that she seeks to do?” I asked. “She told me she wanted to crown a new Padishah. To bring peace. Noble ends, no?”

“Mere words. What she seeks, what she has always sought, is her own annihilation. And Dumah has promised it to her. But only if she worships him. And while Dumah loves death and destruction, he loves even more when a tender heart turns wicked. When good men go astray, and choose his path. That is why she manipulates my father. To show her god that there is no good in man.”

Her words stirred a question in my mind: Was Mama Mowt more keen on Rofgar, or me? I wasn’t the leader of Homara, but she believed that maybe I could be that and more. She’d given birth to me so that I could become the Padishah — ruler from the jungles of Kashan to the walls of Kostany. The one who sits the Throne Above the World — atop a mountain of skulls, most like. I certainly had the name for it.

Temur.

But that was the Stranger's name, not mine. I was Razi, and I would never walk the path she’d laid out. Zafar had taught me better.

“So can Homara be saved?” I asked the obvious question.

“Yes. Homara can be saved, just as you can.”

“Me?”

The night maiden was silent for a moment. Then she said, “I know who you are.”

“How could you possibly know?”

“Because she told me.”

“What?”

“When I returned to Homara, I learned that my father had taken a new wife. So of course I watched her. I watched her for weeks. I watched her watch you, wondering why she took so much interest in the one man who could see me. And then she looked at me, and I realized that the whole time I’d been watching her, she’d been watching me. She told me she envied me. I was so close to the nonexistence she craved. She wanted to know all about how I’d ‘attained’ such a state. So I told her all about Zelthuriya, about the sunken shrine and the gray saint. In exchange, I asked her to tell me how it was that you and she could see me.”

“What exactly did she tell you?”

“Everything.”

The pieces were all falling into place. For a while, I’d suspected that the night maiden was a jinn or even a dev — a righteous one. The truth had hit harder than I ever thought possible.

“So when you asked me to kill those people,” I said, “you knew what you were feeding.”

“I did it for you. So you wouldn’t be hungry. So she couldn’t use your hunger against you. So you wouldn’t stray off the straight path and become a servant of Dumah, like her.”

The whole time, the night maiden had been keeping me safe — from myself.

The girl stepped through the wall and into my room. She shuddered and rubbed her arms while I just stared. There she was. Nora. She didn’t look like a ghost or a jinn; she looked as solid as anyone — except I’d just watched her walk through a wall. She resembled Sahar more so than she did Ruqaya, whose skin was fairer. But that look in her dark, reflective eyes… as if she carried too many thoughts… I’d never seen that in Sahar. They each had different mothers, I recalled, but their bond seemed full enough.

She brushed the curls off her forehead. “Now there are no secrets.”

“You look like her, you know.”

“I know. I… have a question. Jalel’s father… were you close with him?”

She obviously knew the answer to that, which meant she had a different question hidden beneath. Omeida hadn’t been mad. Omeida had been stuck, like his son. Stuck not knowing, with certainty, whether the son in his dreams was real.

“I tried to help him move on. I told him he didn’t have a son. But the truth proved more powerful, didn’t it? Do your father and sister have such thoughts, too?”

“Sahar, sometimes… she sings a song I used to love. One that she never cared for. My father, well, sometimes he calls Sahar by my name.” Nora giggled. “He always used to mix up our names. Calling me Ruqaya. Calling Sahar me. Calling Ruqaya by my cousin’s name, even.”

A sentry horn sounded outside. Long, loud blasts. Nora and I exchanged worried looks.

“First time I’ve heard that horn since we came to Homara,” I said as I got to my feet. “We’ll continue this fruitful discussion later. For now, keep watching. And like you said, no more secrets.”

She nodded.

I left the room and hurried into the courtyard, in sight of the sentries on the east tower. I was just in time to watch an arrow pierce the skull of the hornblower. Blood shot out of his ear. He stumbled, fell off his perch, and hit the dirt.

Arrows hissed through the air and landed in the courtyard. Whatever was coming, it was not going to wait. And to make matters worse, something else was falling from the sky, too. Cold flakes landed on my shoulders and head.

And so I sucked in the heaviest breath I could and shouted, “Everyone to arms! The barracks is under attack!”
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The sky was full of white and iron. If it wasn’t a sin to curse the weather, I would curse this ill-timed snow; it was falling in fat flakes that melted on impact, turning the courtyard slick. The arrows were far crueler and already reddening the dirt.

I didn’t have time to think. Above me, Green Fielders were shouting — some in alarm, others in pain. The thwack and thush of arrows striking wood and flesh echoed, an addictive sound for the Stranger. It was all a wondrous melody, and it stirred him awake. His presence throbbed at the back of my head.

I ran up the stone steps as another horn tried — and failed — to sound. The body of the boy who’d held it sagged over the parapet, arrow buried clean through his temple. He twitched once, then slid down the stone like meat off a hook.

The Stranger laughed at what lay beyond the wall. Redians filled the narrow streets, pouring out from alleys. They wore skull helms and ribplates painted in shades of gold, their cloaks beneath stitched from fur and flayed hide. Spears and recurve bows were their weapons of choice, along with hooked axes and long knives curved like wicked smiles. About a thousand of them crowded the lanes. They moved fast, with uncanny discipline, spreading out instead of bunching. Korec knew what he was doing — I’d never doubted it.

One of our sentries, whose name was Jadirbaba, was stuck watching the scene, his usually sunken eyes bulging. “Wake the fuck up!” I shook him, then turned to face the interior of the barracks. “The enemy comes! To arms! I said to arms!”

It did not take long for Green Fielders to rush in from the sleeping quarters, latrine, armory, cookhouse, and wherever else they’d been loitering. Already, a dozen archers had assembled with me on the eastern wall. “Steady your hearts and pick your targets!”

We’d drilled for this — you can never be too careful. The Order of the Green Field scrambled to take their defensive positions. Some had full chainmail, some could only manage to buckle on limb guards, and some were in their day robes, but they locked shields anyway, overlapping wood and iron along the crenels. Another volley of enemy arrows struck — thwack thwack thush. One brother went down screaming, clutching at his throat, blood running between his fingers. Another seemed to stumble off the wall without a sound.

“Fucking loose! Now!” I screamed.

Our arrows thudded into bone masks and armor, pierced a few exposed limbs, and even caught some necks. Someone hurled a clay pot of oil; it shattered and spread slick across the paving stones below. A torch followed. Fire bloomed low and hungry, and a few Redians grunted as their furs caught.

They avoided the fire and advanced beneath our arrow rain, shields raised.

Before I could think, a grappling hook caught on the wall to my left. Then another. And another. I couldn’t watch every angle, but I could see the enemies below bracing ladders they must’ve scavenged from the quarter — carpenters’ ladders, rope ladders, anything that could climb stone.

And then the strangeness of it all hit me: Why was Korec attacking us? The Redians were our allies. I wanted Mama Mowt gone and so did they. Why were we spilling each other’s blood? To what end? To whose advantage?

I did not have time to stew on these thoughts, but the image of Mama Mowt and Sheikh Rofgar pulling these strings was difficult to dismiss. Was there no possibility for parley? Was that why he’d attacked so suddenly?

I shoved the questions down where they belonged. “Rouf!” I bellowed into the courtyard. “Take your lance and hold the western wall. You hold it or you die holding it.”

My red-turbaned Qa’id snapped his hand to his heart and went to do as ordered.

“Koustas!” I turned, nearly colliding with the bald brute as he barreled up onto the wall. “You see those ladders on the south face? Break them. Push them. Burn them. I don’t care if you fall with them — just make sure these fuckers don’t climb.”

Koustas nodded and spat over the wall before charging off, shouting for pots, stones, anything with weight.

I scanned the line, counting lives, counting deaths. The Stranger was calm now. Focused.

“Barz!” I called. Ballad Barzan stood down near the gatehouse, hands clean. “You make sure no fucking Redian gets through that gate, you hear me? Throw every fucking thing you can into the throat to barricade it. Now!”

He hesitated. Snow caught in his beard and melted there.

“I said ‘now!’”

That woke him. “Yes. Understood, Rais.”

The Redians were striving for our wall in earnest. Hooks bit stone. Hands appeared over the edge — gloved in fur. I brought my sword down on one wrist and felt the crunch sing up my arm.

Delightful.

We stabbed downward with spears and blades, hacked at climbing arms, crushed skull masks with our shields. Redians died hard, disciplined even in death, making room for the next rank as if this were a drill. Snow mixed with blood and ran pink through the cracks in the stone.

Men on both sides were dying fast. But not all were so lucky. Some of it was the slow kind of death. The kind where a man screams for his mother while his guts slide out of a hole in his body. The kind where boiling oil seeps into flesh and bone. The kind where someone you trained and laughed with for years is whittled down, blow by blow, red misting around him.

Each death of a son of Zafar landed somewhere behind my eyes — a dull, accumulating ache. But the Stranger drank it in. He leaned forward inside me, smiling wide.

“Hold the fucking fort!” I shouted, voice raw. “Omeida held one all by hisself, for Lat’s sake. You all better fucking hold or I’ll dig your graves myself!”

A Redian hauled himself over the crenel. I put my sword through his belly without a thought. He didn’t scream. Just nodded once, as if acknowledging a lesson, and toppled backward.

More and more of them managed to climb up onto the walls, swarming us with their numbers, until friend and foe were mingled, fighting sword to sword, spear to spear, hand to hand. Though the Stranger longed to jump into the thick of it, all I could think was: This is a reeking pit.

Yet more Green Fielders were arrayed in the courtyard, ready to run up the stairs and replace anyone who fell. But the Redians were as eager for the fight, and there were five times more of them. If we could hold the walls of our barracks, if we could survive, then Korec would feel the pain of his losses. And I could further impress this pain upon him with an appeal.

To end the fighting, I had to reach him. The snow mist hid most of the Redian force. Korec must’ve been at the back, sitting on his bone throne, giving orders.

I turned to shout another order and saw something that made my heart tumble.

The gate was wide open.

Snow blew straight through it into the courtyard, swirling around the living and the dead. And through that mouth poured Redians.

They were a flood of painted bones, masks bobbing, blades raised. They spilled into the yard with practiced speed, cutting down the men who’d been waiting to reinforce the wall. Spears pierced chests. Axes rose and fell. Blood splashed across the snow-slick stones.

The Stranger went quiet, as if anticipating some great delight, like a hound scenting the end of a chase.

A Green Fielder tried to shout for help and took a spear through the jaw, the point punching out the back of his neck. He spun once and fell without a sound. Redians trod over him as if he were a part of the ground.

How the fuck had they gotten in? Barzan was supposed to hold the gate.

I scanned the gatehouse, my heart hammering.

There he was. Ballad Barzan stood inside the guardroom. His sword was still sheathed. His hands were red now — not with blood, but with cold. He met my eyes across the chaos.

It hit like a blade between my ribs. The Stranger laughed it off.

“I’ll fucking cut out your liver, Barzan!” I shouted, unsure if he could hear me over the screams and war cries. “There is no fucking chance you get away with this. That you leave here with your life.”

A line formed in the courtyard to counter the Redians. Some of the archers turned around and faced the interior to shoot into the tide storming the gate. Many would find a blade in their backs once the wall climbers overwhelmed the defenders.

Across the courtyard on the western wall, Red Turban Rouf was spinning, his spear in his hands. And then he had no hands. He was just a head, flying through the air, that maroon turban he’d bought from an Abyad sheikha more radiant than it had ever been.

“Fuck it all.” I pulled out my sword to fight the Redians charging up the stairs. In a blur of thrusts and swipes to the gaps between their bone plates, I struck down several as bodies piled around me.

And then he arrived. Korec. He was mounted on his shaggy, antlered mare and trotting through the gate. I wasn’t angry. I was a concoction of jubilation and mourning. The Stranger rejoiced in the bath of blood, while I hoped I could survive long enough to bury my friends the proper Latian way.

All our fates were in a heathen’s hands, now. Because we had been betrayed. We had lost.

I ordered Green Field to drop their weapons and surrender. But a fight isn’t like fucking. You can’t just stop and withdraw right before the climax. Men’s veins are filled with as much iron as their hands, and so the battle has to sizzle out. I watched so many brothers die during those few futile minutes.

The victors built a fire for the dead, right in our courtyard. The bodies of Redian and Green Fielder alike fueled it. How ridiculous — a believer in Lat burning with those who pray to cups. But what protest could I make with some heathen’s boot over my head?

When they let me sit up, I spat out dirt and snow and heaved in a few burning breaths. I’d already decided what I wanted to say to Korec.

He was standing nearest to the fire. It blazed so bright, I could only see his outline. The Stranger enjoyed the fat-sweet stench of the crisping bodies behind him.

“Good men cannot be wasted,” I said. “They will work for coin. The city needs them. They hold no allegiance.”

Korec strode forward, bright red bone stitched across his arms, chest, and thighs. The horned skull of some strange animal, painted gold, had been fused with the iron helm that rested upon his head like a crown. The chieftain smelled of horse, though I could hardly sniff it amid the burning. “You lied,” was all he said.

“We are on the same side.”

“I think not.”

Half of Green Field was still standing, surrounded by sweaty, bloody Redians, and the other half was roasting to the bone. They were Zafar’s sons just as much as I was. My Rais was watching from his home in Barzakh. How bitter were his tears? Could I, somehow, spare him at least a few?

“What do you want, chieftain?” I said.

“I want to talk to him.”

“Who?”

He squatted, resting his elbows on his knees. His head drifted to the right and the left as he peered deep into my tired, aching eyes. “Come out, Temur.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “That’s not how it works.”

“Oh?”

“He’s not some rabbit hiding in a hole. He’s not some kind of sheathed sword. He’s not a starved hermit lost in a cave. He is here. He is looking right at you. He is me and I am him. You are talking to Temur at this very moment.”

“Good.” Korec gestured to the men guarding the living Green Fielders. There was a scuffle as the Redians pushed a few forward, forcing them to approach the fire. And then they grappled Dogged Dazir, broke his arms with a series of crack-cracks, and flung him into the fire.

The shrillness of that scream made the other Green Fielders attempt to run. But there was no overwhelming the Redians. They broke bones, battered faces, cut new holes in flesh — they did what they had to do to make us submit.

The whole time, Korec did not look at the scuffle or at the fire. He watched me, studying my face as if he were admiring the fine details of a fresco.

He gestured to his followers once again, and they threw another son of Zafar into the fire.

“Stop,” I said.

“Oh? Why? Don’t you like it?”

“This is cruel. It is wrong.”

“There is nothing cruel or wrong when dying to fire.” He put a cold hand on my cheek. Rubbed away a tear I didn’t know was falling down my face. “Good fighters, they were. We will honor them by wearing their bones into our next battle.” Another gesture, and another burning, this time of Lucky Lakan, who was Rouf’s nephew and a sparring partner of mine.

What could I do? The chieftain was not a believer in Lat — I could not appeal to faith, to reason, or to any aspect of mind and heart that a good, decent man should possess.

“What do you want from me?” I said. “I am Temur. Tell me what you want me to do, and I’ll do it. From now and onward, I am your servant. Your slave. Whatever you need me to be. Just tell me what you want.” I prostrated, digging my head into the snow and dirt as deep as I could.

“I want you… to watch.”

Someone pulled my head up and out. The brightness of the flame seared my eyes. One by one, they threw every living man of Green Field into that fire. I saw, I heard, I smelled, I felt.

And most of me went limp and cold. By the time it was over, I wasn’t crying anymore. I wasn’t shaking. I wasn’t even seething. I was as still as the wind before a storm.

It was around then that two more men arrived. Barzan and Rofgar walked into the courtyard, the latter coughing, though his back was straight and he carried no staff, now that there was no advantage to looking frail. I only paid them a glance.

“Why is he still alive?” Rofgar asked Korec. “For Lat’s sake, open his throat already.”

“Not yet,” Korec replied.

“Don’t tell me you’re trying to make her appear. The Magus told me she has scores of sons, maybe even up to a hundred. She’s not going to care if one should die. Kill him so she’ll find some other city to haunt and some other son to orbit.”

Barzan cleared his hoarse-sounding throat. “I am forced to agree with the sheikh. This creature of hers cannot be allowed to breathe a moment longer. He killed so many innocents on so many nights when he thought no one was watching. But I was watching, and I say justice should not wait.”

I laughed. “Was it justice to do nothing while our brothers burned, Barzan? How heavy is your purse tonight? Enough to pay their blood price on the Day of Judgment?”

“Don’t you dare speak to me about judgment. It was you who led them into the fire, not me. Zafar spits upon you from Barzakh.”

Sure he did. But there was no saving myself from his disappointment — not this time. There was no more redemption. No more saying sorry. Sorry is what children say when they spill their milk. I’d made my choices, and now I would burn in them.

I turned my head toward Rofgar. “How is your son doing, sheikh?” I cracked a smile. “Do they know he’s Mama Mowt’s son, too?”

The old man ignored me. “Get on with it, Korec.” He was clever not to bite. Of all us liars, he’d always been the best. “I have just heard troubling reports from the city scouts. Apparently, Khagan⁠—”

A horn sounded somewhere distant. The very same horn had woken me from sleep, on that first night when I’d lain with Soraya. It sounded again, and again, and again in a panicked procession.

“He has come,” Rofgar said. “He will make his demands, like last time. Be done with this and form up. We must show strength so that he might temper his demands.”

I laughed like I’d heard my favorite joke. Khagan Helmas commanded ten times as many warriors as Korec. There was no way to show strength, and Helmas would not share drink and meat with a heathen. Was Rofgar leading Korec to his doom? Use Korec to kill me, then use Helmas to kill Korec, and then hatch some way to off Helmas, too. There would be no threat to Mama Mowt or to him. Ah, so clever.

But also meaningless. These threats were imagined, and this carnage had never been about worldly power. No, this was worship. This was what Mama Mowt and her god loved. It had happened in Zanjhobar, and now it was happening here. Rofgar didn’t realize it, did he? What had Mama Mowt told him? The same falsehoods she’d whispered in my father’s ear? It all meant one thing: Homara was doomed. Homara would soon be a monument to the glory of Dumah, as Zanjhobar was.

Helmas was not coming to demand. Helmas was coming to destroy.

I allowed my most carefree laugh to possess me. I was on the ground, rolling into the snow as if it were flour and I were meat, hollering and chuckling and giggling like a madman.

“Now,” Rofgar demanded. “Put a sword through his neck or an arrow through his brain. This moment, Korec!”

They should’ve listened to him, but Korec didn’t want to seem the servant. The Redians had relaxed in that dangerous way men do when they believe the ending has already been decided. A few laughed quietly. Someone kicked one of the corpses into the fire to make it burn better. Snow continued to fall, melting faster now that the stones were hot, steam rising low and white.

That was when the fire changed.

At first it was subtle — the smoke thickened, lost its grayness, and turned oily and black. Then the smell cut through everything else: sharp and bitter, like scorched metal. The flames guttered and flared unevenly, bending low instead of rising, as though pressed down by an unseen palm.

A murmur rippled through the Redians. They cursed. Many stepped away from the fire. Korec’s posture stiffened, his attention snapping to the pyre.

The man behind me shifted, uneasy now, his grip tightening on his spear. That was the mistake. I stood and drove my elbow back into his throat, felt cartilage collapse, and tore the spear from his hands as he fell choking. Before the second guard could react, I buried the spearpoint into his knee. He went down screaming.

And then I ran. Not away from the fire — that would get me an arrow in the back — but toward it.

Heat slapped my face as I flew through the edge of the pyre, boots sliding on ash. My robe caught and burned; I tore free of it without stopping, skin screaming as sparks bit deep. Smoke swallowed me whole.

But I got past it, somehow. Beyond the fire, hidden by steam and shadow, the postern gate stood neglected, its bar only half-set. I hit it with my shoulder, burst through, and stumbled into the narrow passage beyond as arrows hissed past me and struck stone.

I didn’t waste any time looking back. The alley twisted and dipped, slick with snow and refuse. I slipped once, caught myself on the wall, and kept running.

I ran with my head low and my shoulders hunched, my burned skin screaming against the cold air. The alley narrowed, then forked, then narrowed again, like a vein cutting through Homara’s belly. I veered left, then right, the boots behind me slapping stone too loud for my liking. The clatter of bone plates, the disciplined rhythm of their pursuit — it all echoed through the maze. They were used to hunting.

I slid into a doorway, just as the first of them passed, and pressed myself flat against the wall. Snowmelt dripped from the eaves above, pattering against stone. A shadow crossed the mouth of the alley, then another. One of them paused, skull helm tilting slightly, as if he could smell the stench of my sweat.

I waited.

Patience.

When he moved on, I slipped out behind him. I did not trail him. I angled away, doubling back through a narrow cut. A dead-end — if you didn’t know the area. I ducked through a gap in the wall and emerged into an open space covered in collapsed awnings and broken carts, the remnants of what was once a spice bazaar.

But judging from the bootsteps, they were nearby, too. There were so many of them, they could cover the whole area before I could escape.

I picked up and hurled a leftover weighing scale, letting it shatter loudly against a broken cart at the far end, then ran in the opposite direction. The Redians burst into the dead bazaar seconds later, while I was making my way across the next street, going from shadow to shadow.

There. I saw Nora. She waved for me to come to her. With no Redians in sight, I hurried her way.

The first thing I said was, “Did you make the fire do that?”

She nodded. “I tossed in most of my black coins. I had no idea that would happen. They’re made of some meteor summoned from the Blood Star, so I suppose it makes sense. Maybe?”

“Makes as much sense as anything else, I suppose.”

“Sorry I couldn’t do more.”

I laughed. What need did she have for regrets? She ought to leave them in this cursed city, to be destroyed with all the rest. That was my plan. Even Zafar, crying in his grave as he looked upon the fire that consumed his sons, wasn’t going to stop me from breaking this contract. “Nora, let’s go.”

“Where?”

“Outside the walls. This place is doomed. You couldn’t save it. I couldn’t save it. It is what it is.”

I expected her to disagree. I expected her to cling on to what little remained of her family and home. Instead, she said, “All right. You’re the only one who can see me — other than her — so I’ll go wherever you go.”

What a sad thing to hear. Painfully sad. I stopped myself from laughing. “You ought to lead the way.”

She went ahead of me, gesturing me forward whenever the way was clear. We had no trouble reaching the hole in the wall I so often used to get in and out whenever I needed to toss a body into the abyss. It would be foolish to cling to the river, so we went southeast, where it was all scrubland and dunes and sand-in-your-eyes. Tonight, however, a thin layer of frost covered the desert, masking the dryness beneath. A strange combination.

Not unlike my own heart. At some point, you lose so much, it doesn’t make sense to mourn. It’s not sad anymore. It’s more funny than sad. But I’d run out of laughter, too. I had no fire left for anger or hatred. I only had bitterness and an utterly selfish preference for life over death.

I glanced at Nora, who walked beside me now, and wondered what she must’ve been feeling. Her expression was as mellow as my own. Perhaps she really had taken my advice. Leave it all behind. Forget that Homara ever existed. Forget brothers and sisters and fathers. Forget friends and enemies.

But I had a problem she didn’t have: I could forget my enemies, but they wouldn’t forget me. And I had no greater enemy than my own mother.

I didn’t even have to recognize her face or form to know it was her, standing atop the dune ahead, watching us with hushed malevolence. She had another son — maybe a hundred other sons — and yet she wasn’t going to let me go. In fact, she had her other son in her arms. The babe, Nora’s brother, seemed asleep.

“I think it’s best you don’t follow me,” I said to Nora.

“I’m not going to leave you. Besides, what can she possibly do to me? I barely exist. A fact that she envies.”

I hoped that gave her protection, but I couldn’t be certain. Not with Mama Mowt. Her intentions, her powers, her plots — none of it ought to ever be taken for granted.

Someone climbed up the dune to stand beside the sorceress. At first, I thought it might be Rofgar, but whoever it was seemed far too tall. Wasn’t Korec, either. In fact, there was something wrong with the man standing next to her. Something very, very wrong.

His limbs didn’t match. His right leg was longer and beefier than his left. His left arm was shorter and skinnier than his right. And none of it seemed to fit properly on his torso. And then there was the head, which was too large for that stump of a neck.

Once we reached the base of the dune, I noticed his limbs were different shades, too. It would only get worse. Another man appeared next to Mama Mowt. His head was on backwards. And then a woman joined them; her skin was inside-out, the way you might absent-mindedly wear a caftan. Whoever was sewing these men and women together couldn’t be bothered to get it right.

And yet, they were all alive. All standing upright. All looking upon us with their mismatched eyes.

“There’s a settlement, not too far,” Nora whispered. “Ignore all of this and follow me.”

We saw abominations now across the Golden Grave, coming out of every shadow. There was a man with a horse’s head, and a horse with a man’s legs. Eyes popped out of fleshy pockets where they weren’t supposed to be. Organs hung outside of bodies, pulsing with blood — still alive.

Some held banners in mismatched hands: The Throne Above the World. The Simurgh. The Eight-Pointed Star. All sigils of the Padishah. All carried by Khagan Helmas.

It meant there were ten thousand abominations. A whole tumen.

Mama Mowt was still watching me, babe in her arms. “They could all be yours to command, Temur. Let yourself out of that cage you call the straight path so you may sit upon the Saddle of the World. And don’t worry about him.” She held the baby in front of her, his tiny legs dangling. “You can kill him any which way you like. Do the same for all my sons, and all the sons and daughters of Seluq, until there is no challenger left. You have the strength. You have the appetite. But do you have the will?”

There was nothing attracting me to the image she’d painted. I had no desire to be the king of anyone. I wanted friends, I wanted lovers, I wanted family — I never wanted to be feared. I was never what she’d hoped, and I would never be what she wanted me to be. I was not clay to be molded — not by her.

But Zafar had tried to mold me, too. And yet, the straight path he’d taught me had led me nowhere good. It was too narrow to hold me up, and so I fell. I’d been falling this entire time, and now the landing hurt more than I could have ever imagined. So perhaps Mama Mowt was right. Perhaps I needed a new path. Perhaps I ought to climb up this dune, take my mother’s hand, and tell her that I accept.

Nora lurched forward and stood in front of me, shielding me from Mama Mowt.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

She stared up at my mother, her hands balled into fists. “You can’t have him. He’s not what you say he is. All of us are so complicated, but he’s trying as hard as anyone I’ve ever known. Razi is a good man.”

Was that true? Or did mother know best?

“Razi might be a good man,” Mama Mowt said. “But what say you, Temur? Will you take your place at the head of this army?”

I was trapped beneath the dome. I was lost in the maze. Everyone I ever cared about was gone, and there was no light left.

And then I heard a child laugh. It was my baby brother, and he was looking at me and smiling. The way my sisters had once smiled at me, back when I was nothing but innocent.

Never again. The Stranger was crying. Please.

“No,” I said to my mother. “I reject you and your path. I reject your plots and your vile god. I will find my own way.”

Mama Mowt’s lips curled inward. “You disappoint me, my son.” She held the baby over her shoulder and stroked his head.

“Good. Be disappointed. I don’t care.”

I tore away from her. Nora let out a relieved breath. The two of us kept walking.

When the abominations began marching in the direction of Homara, a wave of relief rushed over me. Followed by a wave of dread, and then another wave of relief. It was all about to end, but I would not be a part of it.

I finally noticed I was shivering. I’d left my robe in that fire, and my caftan was singed, like my skin. The snow continued to fall. But I was happy, and each step away from Homara made me happier.

I turned to look at the city I had come to call home, one last time, before the snow mist eclipsed it wholly. Nora did the same.

I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. High above the spires of the Bargah, a giant stood in the sky. Its body was blacker than the night, and it had no head. It held something in its hand, something dripping with sinuous shadows beneath a pair of grotesque orbs spinning within sockets.

Nora tore her eyes away, so I did the same and followed her.

A while later, we arrived at a farm with a villa and date palms. The place was dry as a bone; devoid of leaves, the palms resembled totems rather than trees. It was all so familiar. “I’ve been here before.”

“You need to get warm,” Nora said. “Do you have strength to make a fire?”

The villa’s courtyard had been cleaned up, but the inside was still a mess, with most of the furniture overturned. Puddles of shattered trinkets crowded the hallway, and clawmarks snaked across the far wall. The bedroom upstairs still smelled rotten, like bad meat and curses. Pus and blood stains covered the bedding, the kind that would never wash out. But there was a hearth and plenty of kindling. So I struck some stones together and made a fire.

I wasn’t ready to take inventory of myself. To check which parts of me were frozen, and which parts of me were burned. I was a mess, and not just on the outside. The flame in the hearth was low, battered by the wind howling through the chamber, and it did little to soothe.

“I can look around and see if there’s any food,” Nora said, the flickering flames reflecting in her dark irises.

“Don’t bother. The land is sick.” I recalled what Paila had told me when Zafar and I had come to this estate to motivate the owners to pay their taxes. I recalled the twisted laughter of the possessed woman, and the maniacal violence of the possessed man. The same entity had taken over both of them at the same time, somehow, and had made the woman’s body weaker to strengthen the man’s.

There was a worm with an eye inside of her. Why was there a worm with an eye?

“What do you mean by ‘sick?’” Nora asked.

“This estate is haunted by devs.” I smiled. “There was even a worm with an eye.”

She looked at me with concern. With confusion. So I smiled harder.

She smiled back. “Yeah, I’ve seen some things too.”

That made me laugh, which made her laugh — a breezy, bright hum from the chest. We laughed together, like Zafar and I would have done.

“It was his final mission,” I said. “It was just the two of us. My Rais and me. He always looked out for me. He hoped that I would follow his path, his example. And yet, I…”

“You did everything you could. Believe me, I watched you. If he’s watching, then he knows it, too.”

“If he’s watching, then he must be cursing me.”

“No. I don’t believe that for a second. You struggled with things no man can easily overcome. He must know that. If anything, he’s praying for you.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I am the watcher when no one else is watching. I would watch him kneel on his carpet, the same one you like to sleep on, his palms raised in prayer. I’d see the tears slide down his cheeks. And I’d hear your name on his lips, Razi. So I know that Zafar loves you. I know he never wanted to burden you. And I know he would be relieved that, in the end, you chose his path and not hers. What else did he ever ask for, except that you try and keep trying?” Nora moved to touch my shoulder. I expected her hand to whisk right through my flesh. But instead, it went through my caftan and rested right on my skin — warm.

She let out a gasp. So did I.

At that moment, somewhere in the distant dark, Homara died.
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GLOSSARY


Ahriyya

A dark god, scorned in the Latian faith

Alanyans

Denizens of the Kingdom of Alanya

Archangel

The god of the Ethosians

Bakhoor

An woody scent used in incense burners

Baladict

Believed by Ethosians to be where souls go immediately after death

Barzakh

Believed by Latians to be where souls go immediately after death

Blood Plague

A plague which causes the blood content of living creatures to increase in a fatal manner, as well as causing other strange manifestations

Blood Star

A star believed to be the source of many arcane forms of sorcery

Bloodwriter

A sorcerer who uses blood to cast spells

Caliph

A deputy of the Children

Children

The descendants of Father Chisti. Revered by those on the Path of the Children.

Crucians

Denizens of the Holy Empire of Crucis

Demonbinder

A sorcerer who can command djinn to do magic, also known as a magus

Dev

An extremely intelligent race of shapeshifting jinns

Disciples of Chisti

A saintly order responsible for protecting Zelthuriya, the Latian holy city

Dorud

A city in Alanya, where the Wahi Canal ends

Efreet

A tribe of djinn that live in the Valley of Flame who can manipulate fire

Ejazi

Denizens of Ejaz, an island kingdom south of Sirm

End of Epochs

The apocalypse in the Crucian faith

Ethosians

Worshippers of the Archangel

Fanaa

Paramic word meaning “annihilation” of identity and desire

Fountain

In the Ethosian religion, the place souls gather after the End of Epochs and before the Final Judgment

God Sea

A mysterious sea in the Deep Waste said to be the source of strange entities and magical powers

Great Terror

The apocalypse in the Latian faith

Hawwa

A powerful god worshipped in the dark corners of the world, also known as the Dreamer

Himyarites

Denizens of the Golden Kingdom of Himyar, located to the south of Alanya

Jinn

An invisible spirit said to be the source of magic

Kashanese

Denizens of the land of Kashan

Khazis

Mystical warriors of the Latian faith, usually belonging to an order

Kostany

The capital city of Crucis and the Ethosian holy city

Kumis

Fermented mares milk enjoyed by the Waste tribes

Labashites

Denizens of the Kingdom of Labash, south of Alanya

Labyrinthos

A mysterious underground system of tunnels that connects distant parts of the earth, said to be the home of terrible jinn

Lat

The god of the Latians

Latians

Worshippers of the goddess Lat

Lidya

The eastern continent, home eastern Crucis, Alanya, and Kashan

Magus

A sorcerer who can command djinn to do magic

Majlis

A parliament of viziers without binding power

Marot

One of the Twelve Angels revered in the Ethosian faith, also said to have taught mankind sorcery

Meteora

The religion of the Silklands, its holy place is a thousand mile meteor crater

Morning Star

A star believed to be the source of many blessings by the Latians, and believed to be dead by the Ethosians

Padishah

Ruler of all three Seluqal kingdoms

Paramic

Liturgical language of the Latian faith and common tongue of the Kingdom of Alanya

Qa’id

A captain in the Order of the Green Field

Qandbajar

The capital city of Alanya

Rais

The leader of the Order of the Green Field

Rohnshar

The capital city of Kashan

Ruh

Paramic word for soul or spirit

Ruthenians

Denizens of Ruthenia, a country north of Crucis

Saint Kings

Saint Chisti's successors and rulers of Alanya prior to the Seluqal House. Revered by those on the Path of the Saints.

Saklas

One of the Twelve Angels revered in the Ethosian faith

Scimitar

A curved sword used mainly by the Alanyans

Seat

The city that houses the Shah and the government

Seluqal

The royal dynasty descended from Seluq the Dawn

Shamshir

A curved sword

Shapeshifter

A djinn who can alter his or her appearance to mimic other creatures and people

Shura

A council and deliberative process

Silklanders

Denizens of the Silk Empire

Simurgh

A giant bird from myth with a wolf's head, a falcon's wings, and a lion's claws, also the sigil of Seluqal Alanya

Sirdar

An elite, landowning Kashanese warrior

Sirmians

Denizens of the Kingdom of Sirm

Soul Sea

A collection of individual human souls confined within an angel, god, entity, or within a certain location

Soulshifter

A form of bloodwriting which allows one to possess the bodies of animals and humans

Starwriter

A sorcerer who alters the orbits of stars to cast spells

Sungorger

A sorcerer who channels the light of stars to cast spells

Sweating Sickness

A fever with an unknown cause, often fatal

Syr Darya

The river north of the Crucian city of Lysithea

Twelve

The pantheon of Twelve Angels revered by the Ethosians

Vogras

A mountainous region northeast of Alanya, from where descends the Vogras River

Wahi

A city in Alanya, where the Wahi Canal begins

Wormrot

A plague which causes worms to burst from the innards of people, which then go on to infect more people

Yam Sup Sea

An inlet of the Kashanese Sea in Himyar

Yuna

The western continent, home to Crucis
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