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            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      GUNMETAL GODS

      

      A grizzled veteran of scores of battles, KEVAH the janissary is summoned out of retirement by SHAH MURAD of the Kingdom of Sirm, who fears the royal capital Kostany will soon be besieged by an army of paladins from the rival Holy Imperium of Crucis. To bolster the city’s defenses, Kevah trains a militia and begrudgingly accepts his spirited adopted daughter MELODI as the first enlistee. Ever since his wife LUNARA disappeared ten years ago, his daughter has remained the one most precious to him.

      Meanwhile, the enemy army led by a zealot named MICAH prepares to siege Kostany, which the Ethosian faith covet as the holy city where their god the ARCHANGEL descended. Micah has hated the Sirmians ever since Sirmian raiders kidnapped his daughter fifteen years ago, and he has not seen her since. A sorceress named ASCHERE guides Micah and his army through Labyrinthos, a mystical, magical tunnel by which one can travel between distant lands in a few hours, and so they invade the city weeks earlier than anticipated.

      A stunned Kevah leads the defense, but the fast-firing guns of the invaders — devised with the help of an ingenious Silklander engineer named JAUZ — prove unstoppable. Micah slaughters the Shah’s house, slits Melodi’s throat, and throws Kevah off the sea walls.

      The daughter of the Shah, a zabadar horse-warrior named SADIE, seeks allies to retake the city. She enlists Kevah, who just like her, is burning for revenge. Together they travel to the new Sirmian capital of Lyskar to regroup with Sadie’s brother, who has been declared the new shah. But the true power is with GRAND VIZIER EBRA, who fears Sadie’s claim to the throne and imprisons her.

      An outraged Kevah frees Sadie with the help of a disgruntled, though enigmatic former (or perhaps current) spymaster of Micah’s named AICARD, and a sorcerer named MAGUS VAYA, who has the power to command the jinn that control the wind. Ebra declares Kevah and Sadie outlaws. They must now watch their back as well as front.

      Near Kostany, zabadar warriors loyal to the Shah have scorched the farmland, so Micah leads his army to fight them. During the battle, Micah is injured and his arm is amputated. The fever brought on by his injuries leaves him paralyzed, and his lieutenants scheme to take over. To shore up his power, Micah forces the imperator’s daughter, a faithful young girl named CELENE, to marry him. But because Micah’s injuries are so terrible, this ploy proves fruitless.

      In the darkest part of the night, an ancient jinn named AHRIYYA offers to heal Micah and grant him a destructive gunmetal hand to replace the one he lost, in exchange for his seed. Despite the sin involved, Micah copulates with Ahriyya. Reinvigorated, he and Aschere summon a fireball from the heavens to burn the traitors who tried to take over while he was bedridden.

      Aschere offers him even more destructive powers, but to gain them he must abandon his faith in the Archangel and embrace the primordial creator god, whom she calls HAWWA — THE DREAMER. This is a step too far for Micah, who clings to the faith of his birth and raising. As punishment, the Dreamer strips his powers and resurrects the hated IMPERATOR HERACLIUS. Seeing this resurrection as a miracle, Micah’s disloyal army flock to Heraclius, who orders Micah to kneel. Micah refuses to submit and Heraclius throws him in the dungeon.

      Meanwhile, a crazed sorceress named MAGUS AGNEYA, who has the power to command jinn that control fire, attacks Kevah and Magus Vaya. Agneya kills Vaya, but Kevah manages to kill Agneya. By doing so, Kevah gains both their masks — which gives him the ability to command the jinn of the Jann and Efreet tribes — who control wind and fire respectively — though he doesn’t know how to use these powers yet. The blessings of the masks return Kevah to a youthful appearance, as if he were twenty years old again, and stops him from aging. He also gains the ability to see unseen creatures, such as jinn and angels.

      Kevah and Sadie journey to the coast to entreat with an admiral named REDBEARD who has a large army. But Grand Vizier Ebra lies in wait and attacks with a force of horsemen, led by a gholam general named Kichak from the neighboring Kingdom of Alanya. Unbowed, Kevah fights them head on and upon routing them plunders many guns and horses. At the same time, Sadie convinces Redbeard to join them by offering her hand in marriage.

      Bolstered by allies and fresh supplies, Kevah and Sadie march toward Kostany. Kevah gains an unlikely ally in the form of a jinn named KINN, who helps Kevah capture Celene, the imperator’s daughter and girl Micah forced into marriage, to hold as ransom.

      Kevah tries to convince the Crucian Imperator, a man named JOSIAS, to help him by offering to return his daughter. But this ploy fails because the newly resurrected Imperator Heraclius has already taken over. Heraclius lures Kevah toward the walls of Kostany and captures him, imprisoning him in the cell next to Micah.

      Heraclius wins the battle and pursues Sadie’s retreating allies deep into the plains. With their backs at the impassible Syr Darya River, Sadie and the Sirmian army are forced to make a last stand. Heraclius captures her and begins stoning her to death for spectacle.

      All hope is lost, until Sadie’s old enemy Grand Vizier Ebra flanks Heraclius’ overextended lines. With the help of CROWN PRINCE KYARS and tens of thousands of gholam slave soldiers from the Kingdom of Alanya, they defeat the Crucian army. Shah Murad — now freed — beheads Heraclius for harming his daughter, while Sadie remains near death from the stoning.

      Back in Kostany, Aschere visits Kevah and Micah in the dungeon. Kevah is shocked when he sets eyes on his wife who disappeared ten years ago, the woman he knew as Lunara, but who has now become Aschere. She claims that her love for Kevah was meaningless and beckons him to serve the Dreamer, but Kevah bitterly refuses. Aschere then leaves and returns to Labyrinthos. Micah also learns that Melodi, Kevah’s adopted daughter whom he killed the day he invaded Kostany, was his in fact his daughter who was kidnapped fifteen years ago.

      Kevah and Micah escape from their jail cells with the help of Aicard. An enraged Kevah finally gets the chance to avenge his adopted daughter. He stabs Micah in the kidney, but before he can slit his throat, Ahriyya whisks Micah away into Labyrinthos, heals him, and grants him the power to use his gunmetal hand back — apparently because Micah is the father of the child in her womb.

      Though the victorious Sirmian army reclaims Kostany, Sadie succumbs to her injuries. Kevah realizes he loved Sadie and rages at her demise. Knowing that the Dreamer can bring back the dead, he enters Labyrinthos to pursue Aschere, but instead runs into Micah. In a climactic battle of guns versus magic, Kevah shoots Micah, but fails to finish him off. As Micah escapes out of Labyrinthos toward what he thinks is a monastery, he is shot and killed by a young boy with green eyes, who belongs to a band of Crucian mercenaries.

      Kevah finds Aschere in the bowels of Labyrinthos. She offers to have the Dreamer resurrect Sadie if he will agree to serve the darkness as the prophesied Opener — the foretold harbinger of the end of the world. Kevah will do anything to bring Sadie back and feels he has no recourse. To prove his service, Aschere orders him to destroy Kostany by summoning the Archangel out of a godly and mysterious black hole in space called THE BLOOD STAR. As the Archangel controlled by Kevah hovers over Kostany and charges a giant sword with destructive energy, Kevah realizes that Sadie would not want this. He changes his mind and stabs his wife to death. By doing so, he gains her mask and the ability to command the Marid tribe of jinn, who control ice. Part of the Archangel then explodes into thousands of gunmetal pieces, while the rest is absorbed back into the Blood Star.

      The GODDESS LAT, worshipped by the Latian faith practiced in the kingdoms of Sirm, Alanya, and Kashan, is pleased that Kevah killed the apostle of the Dreamer. She offers to revive Sadie, if Kevah will agree to travel to the Holy City of Zelthuriya and serve her instead by achieving fanaa — a mystical state in which one annihilates their selfish desires. He agrees and so Lat revives Sadie, and the two enjoy a few weeks of travel and enjoyment before Kevah leaves to serve Lat.

      

      CONQUEROR’S BLOOD

      

      One year passes after the events of Gunmetal Gods. Kevah is fasting and meditating in Zelthuriya, but is unable to make progress toward fanaa, the mystical annihilation of the self that will help grant him the power to utilize his three masks and command the following jinn tribes:

      ·      The Marid tribe who control ice, led by the Sultana MARADA

      ·      The Efreet tribe who control fire, led by the Sultan EBLAS

      ·      The Jann tribe who control wind, led by an unknown sultan

      A half-day’s ride south, in the glorious city of Qandbajar, Seat of the Seluqal Kingdom of Alanya, the machinations of Hawwa the Dreamer and her followers stir a new conflict.

      A scheming angel named MAROT, revered as one of the Twelve Great Angels by Ethosians, resurrects ZEDRA, an ancient and powerful blood sorceress, in the body of NORA, an innocent young woman whom Marot saved from death at the hands of raiders.

      Marot tricks Zedra by making her believe that he is CHISTI, the holy man revered by all Latians as the founder of their faith. He tasks Zedra with bringing back an ancient tribe known as the Children, who descended from Chisti but were annihilated when the current dynastic rulers of Sirm, Alanya, and Kashan — the Seluqal House — conquered the western half of the continent. This event finalized a split in the Latian religion into two sects: the Path of the Children, who still revere the now long-gone tribe, and the Path of the Saints, who compose the majority of Latians and revere various holy men and women throughout history instead of the Children.

      Zedra is also descended from the Children, though Nora is not, and thanks to Marot’s tricks, she does not realize that she’s been brought back in a different body to her original one.

      To advance his scheme, Marot impregnates Zedra and sends her into the harem of Kyars, the Crown Prince of Alanya. Kyars, having copulated with Zedra many times, believes the child to be his own, and thus names him as his successor in the line to the throne. Zedra, believing the child to be Chisti’s son, will do everything to ensure he takes the throne, as this will fulfill her aim to bring back the dynasty of the Children.

      Meanwhile, a woman named CYRA is up to her own schemes. By leveraging the power of her ascendent Sylgiz tribe, she convinces TAMAZ, the Shah of Alanya, to marry her to Crown Prince Kyars, thus making her Sultana of Sultanas, one of the most powerful women in Alanya.

      Desiring this position for herself and fearing that Cyra’s ambitions will hinder her plans, Zedra enacts a bloodwriting spell to take over Cyra’s body. She then uses Cyra’s hands to stab Shah Tamaz to death, while the eyes of everyone watch. To her mind, this means that Kyars will become Shah, and being the mother of his only son, she will become the most powerful woman in Alanya and be better placed to direct affairs toward her goal of ensuring her infant son becomes the next Shah.

      Cyra barely manages to regain her body and flee Qandbajar with the help of another blood sorcerer named ESHE, who is trying to figure out who or what is behind the vile plot ensnaring Alanya. On the back of a camel, he takes Cyra to Zelthuriya to meet with Kevah, whom he places much hope in.

      Kevah, bored of sitting around in a dusty shrine for an entire year, is moved by Cyra’s story and agrees to help her clear her name and expose the true evil. However, the Disciples of Chisti, the Latian order who guard Zelthuriya, refuse to aid her, especially after one of their sheikhas, a young bloodrune-covered woman named RUHI, convinces them that Cyra is a liar and a sinner. Despite their rejection, Cyra, Kevah, and Eshe travel to Qandbajar to uncover the menace.

      During the journey, Marada, Sultana of the Marid, appears in the sky and submits to Kevah — despite his lack of fanaa — giving him the power to command the ice jinn. At the same time, the angel Marot lures Cyra into the mysterious and much-feared Palace of Bones, where she is granted the power of starwriting magic, just like Aschere, with the help of a new black-on-black eye that lets her see stars up close.

      Zedra, meanwhile, enlists the aid of two unlikely allies: the Crucian princess Celene, who escaped Sirm but was captured by slavers, and the resurrected Sirmian princess Sadie, who is trying to live a carefree life and has come to Qandbajar for an archery tournament. They don’t realize Zedra was behind the plot to murder Shah Tamaz, and are won over by her charming demeanor and her claims that she wants to avenge Tamaz and uncover the evildoers causing havoc in the kingdom.

      But now Marot is using both Zedra and Cyra to enact his mysterious scheme, and so leads them into greater and greater conflict.

      At the same time, Tamaz’s brother, MANSUR, arrives in Qandbajar to claim the throne. Kyars beheads him, causing much bad blood between him and Mansur’s children.

      Zedra convinces KATO, the commander of the Alanyan gholam slave soldiers, that Cyra is the devious schemer behind the plot to bring chaos to Alanya. She also convinces Kyars of the same, despite that Cyra is his wife by law.

      But she fails to enlist the aid of the Philosophers, a mighty group of scholars who reverse-engineered Micah the Metal’s fast-firing guns, and who seem to have their own agenda. For completely mysterious reasons, the Philosophers kidnap Eshe and force him to copy down a book called The Melody of Flowers. Soon after, they release Eshe and suddenly disappear from their tower, nowhere to be found.

      Meanwhile, Cyra convinces the khagan of the powerful Jotrid tribe to aid her — a childhood friend of hers named PASHANG. Pashang has had visions about her ever since he encountered Marot in the Deep Waste, many years ago, and so eagerly helps her.

      Cyra and Zedra’s respective sides collide during a battle between the Jotrids and gholam in the desert. Kato and his gholam defeat Pashang and his Jotrids, while the angel Marot himself defeats the jinn sultana Marada, leaving Kevah powerless. All seems lost until the Goddess Lat, protector of the land, appears in the sky and destroys Marot with a scepter that emits a scathing aurora of light.

      Though Marot is dead, the gholam are closing in on Cyra and are about to kill her. So Cyra uses her starwriting powers to summon Hawwa’s hand from the Blood Star. Hawwa’s hand crushes Lat — the god of all Latians — then uses Lat’s blood to enact a blood sorcery spell. This spell makes all the gholam explode into a lake of blood, and begins a curse known as the blood plague, which will over many decades cause all the water and living tissue in the kingdom to turn into blood.

      Cyra wins, though by summoning the blood plague and murdering Lat, it is Marot and ultimately Hawwa the Dreamer who have truly won, since Lat was protecting the land from Hawwa.

      Cyra kills Zedra by expelling her from Nora’s body — though Nora still retains Zedra’s magical powers. Fortunately for Cyra, the innocent girl doesn’t know how to use them. Cyra imprisons her in the palace along with her infant son, who is the literal child of Marot and carries special blood known as god’s blood, which could come in handy.

      Cyra conquers Qandbajar, and seats herself and Pashang on the throne, uniting their tribes in marriage. She also summons her own Sylgiz tribe to join in her new confederation to rule Alanya, even agreeing to share power with her cruel cousin GOKBERK — whom she despises — since she needs the manpower.

      But despite defeating Zedra, her enemy has left a strong impression on her, and so have the Dreamer and Marot.

      To distinguish her own rule from that of the Seluqal House, Cyra declares that the Path of the Children will now be the only sect permitted in Alanya, forbidding the Path of the Saints followed by a majority of the people. A Philosopher and scholar named WAFIQ, who claims to have memorized all the sayings of the Children, becomes the religious leader of her new Alanya.

      Though Celene served Zedra, she is convinced that Marot — one of the Twelve Angels revered in her faith — wants her to now serve Cyra, and so eagerly becomes Cyra’s pawn while denying that Marot is dead.

      Eshe is disgusted by how Cyra summoned Hawwa’s hand and brought a blood plague to Alanya. He devotes his time to curing the blood plague, but wants nothing to do with Cyra, despite having strong romantic feelings for her.

      Cyra, who reciprocates those feelings, is heartbroken, but accepts it, since she is now married to Pashang anyway.

      Kevah realizes he made a terrible mistake by supporting Cyra. He aligns with Kyars and Sadie to form a resistance against Cyra’s new order.

      And so begins ELDER EPOCH…
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BASIL

        

      

    

    
      That day, blood drenched the sky. At first, the cloud seemed like a strange thing in the distance, just a blotch of red drawn onto heaven’s canvas by an angel. As it approached, the screams from within shook my ironed heart. The unholy blood cloud drifted down from the northeast, over us, and toward the desert depths.

      Herakon said he witnessed arms and legs and heads poking out of it. The priest, Yohan, swore he saw a giant human eye open in its folds. My tactician, Markos, was adamant that tentacles, bubbling with yet more eyes, grabbed at the sparrows passing by. But all I beheld was blood, coursing through the bulbous cloud as if through veins in a wrestler’s arm.

      Thankfully, it did not rain upon us. An Abyad tribesman we’d captured said that a few years ago, a blood cloud had floated to an oasis oft frequented by desert travelers, where it then wept. Was the parched desert soil grateful for a drink of blood instead of water? According to the Abyad, mere hours after that blood rain, skulls with living eyes sprouted out of the ground. Such a place was cursed for all time, he said, until the “Great Terror remakes us all in fire.”

      The Zelthuriyan Desert was cursed. Cursed with false faith. Cursed by the Fallen Angels themselves. But their tricks would not terrify me. I, the Opener, prophesied by the apostles in Angelsong, would not flee. No — I came to break and conquer, and no fright for lesser souls would turn me from my path.

      And so on the very day the Apostle Benth was born, in the month of the angel Dumah — the Silent Destroyer — we arrived at the mountains of Zelthuriya. They were red, as if baked from blood-soaked clay, and steep and towering, stronger than any wall. The Latians believe that a tribe of Fallen Angels called the Efreet molded this cavernous city for them, so they could worship their demoness amid the safety of rock.

      Today, we would prove that nothing is safe from divine light. That men of true faith can level even mountains. Our host, seventy thousand strong, would not be deterred, not by blood clouds nor desert heat nor a wall a league tall, chiseled by demons made of smokeless flame.

      To face our seventy thousand, the saint-king cowering behind the mountain sent one: a young man, cool-eyed and fair-haired. A look more common to the icelands than this dismal desert.

      He came alone, wearing a robe of chafed, carded wool grayer than a rat. He was barefoot, his soles unscorched by the fiery sand. His beard was light brown, his build wiry, and his stare without fear.

      Whereas I was covered in chain and plate and helmeted like a true commander of legions.

      The magus stood straight-backed, prayer stones in his hand. A light breeze whipped up the sand between us.

      “Peace, Basil the Breaker,” he said in perfect Crucian. “That’s what they call you, isn’t it?” His voice rang like iron yet flowed like honey.

      “It is.”

      “Why? What did you break?”

      “A lot of walls. A few hearts, too.”

      “But you’ve never broken a mountain.”

      “I will if you don’t surrender,” I said, getting to the heart of the matter. “Spare your people a butchering. Should you defy us, we won’t leave a single soul alive in this wasteland. We’ve come a long way and are hungry to offer our lives and yours in service to the Archangel.”

      “Then you will all die in the shadow of these hallowed mountains.”

      I expected obstinance. But with age, I’d grown less willing to delight in it. If only they knew that they were destined to lose, we could all spare each other the suffering.

      “I’ve just journeyed from Qandbajar, seat of your saint-king, who fled like a rat does from fire. History will say that we were merciful — soon as the city guard flung open the gates, we spared them and the common folk and even your shrines. Qandbajar will be all the better under my rule. The same conditions I gladly give to Zelthuriya.”

      “You see yourself as a merciful man.” He clacked his prayer stones, which were on a string.

      Was he scoffing at my words? “It is not my own mercy, but the Archangel’s. We are not here to eradicate you or your faith. We will spare your holy city and the tombs of your saints and the rights and lives of residents and pilgrims. But only if you surrender.”

      “Zelthuriya does not have a door. You’re welcome to send your legions through the passage. It is always open. Always providing a welcome to the weary.”

      “A welcome of iron, no doubt. Your passage fits — at most — ten men across. Surely the remnants of your saint-king’s army will be lying in wait. You could defend it against a million men.”

      “And knowing this, you still came?” The magus spread out his hands. The faintest smile formed on his face. “Why?”

      “Because I can surround your mountains from all sides. You aren’t growing any crops in there. How long before you all have to suckle on bone? Two, maybe three moons?”

      “We won’t starve, Imperator Basil. You have a host of seventy thousand — I have a tribe of jinn who will fling lightning at you. Who will ensure we are fed and fine. All I need do is command them.”

      “If you’re as mighty as you claim, where were you when I drowned the saint-king’s host in the Vogras?”

      “I was here, fulfilling my duty. You’re not the only danger this city needs protection from. Speaking of — do take care whilst you’re camping in the desert. The Abyad tribes are given to feuding with each other. Poisoning water wells and hoarding desert game. Though they are a hospitable folk, they might not see you as guests. I give you one moon, and that’s without considering what the jinn will do.”

      I snickered. “The Fallen Angels cannot be allowed to poison the hearts and minds of men. I, the Opener, will see them ended. By whatever power I can call upon.”

      If only I could sense some emotion from him. Though from his twitching mustache, he did seem to be chewing on my words.

      “Tell me,” he said, “did you see the blood cloud drift southward?”

      “I saw it.”

      “And did you take it as an ill-omen, or as a portent of victory?”

      “More than a portent of our victory — it was a sign for you. The god who has kept you safe, the otherworldly powers that have aided you…” I pointed to the sky. “There is something more watching.”

      The magus bit his dry bottom lip. “You speak of the Uncreated.”

      “Indeed. I do.”

      He sighed, long and sharp, the first real crack in his placidity. “When I was a child in the icelands, I beheld things that even now I struggle to put into words. The people there do not veil their gods with virtues and holiness. They worship them raw, for the power and the plainness of their signs.”

      “Then heed me. To save ourselves, we must all dwell beneath the same tent. I am offering you shelter.”

      “The tribes who lived near the Red River worshipped the Uncreated.” He kept prattling on, ignoring my generous offer. “I learned long ago to be afraid of it. Of what it could manifest into our world. Not by design, but merely by dwelling on its bizarre form.”

      “Then you know why I am doing what I am doing. Zelthuriya stands against my mission to spread the faith that will save us all to the ends of the earth. I must clear all obstinance from my path.”

      “As I recall, it says in Angelsong that the Uncreated appointed the Archangel and the Twelve Holies to rule this plane, before uncreating itself. Even it preferred lesser angels to be the sole objects of worship.”

      A stronger gust sent sand whispering across my plate. I dusted it off. The magus let it cover his eyebrows and hair.

      I didn’t want to discuss theology. I’d the patience for one final appeal, and hoped to make it a good one. “You Latians indulge in all manner of blood magic and demon binding. You sully your hearts daily with arcane teachings brought down as trials by the angel Marot. Do you think there is no cost to power? It is no wonder blood clouds find a home here. But I can save you from that. And only I can save this world from its creator. It is what I was chosen to do. I do not delight in death, but I will destroy all in my way — even mountains filled with jinn.”

      The magus clasped his hands. I feared he was conjuring magic, so I stepped back.

      “Be at ease.” He let out a resigned sigh. “It seems our conversation proved as fruitless as tilling the sand. Do your worst, Imperator Basil the Breaker. I await you in the Shrine of Saint Chisti. Oh, and I hope you and your legionaries won’t get lost on the way. Those narrow passages do go on and on.”

      I could only smile at his determination. “One way or another, I will bring low your godless mountain.”

      

      I returned to our camp, which we’d set upon a coarse bed of shrubs and watering holes that stretched for miles. My men were busy preparing for the siege. Hunting parties led by all the Abyad tribesmen we’d hired roamed the scrub for desert deer. Legionaries dug trenches around the perimeter, then filled them with spikes, so we’d suffer no raid at our flanks or back. The camp prefects surveyed the land for water, and ordered new wells dug where appropriate.

      The truth was, if the Zelthuriyans did not surrender, we’d struggle to survive a siege as much as they. The desert was not bountiful by nature, and seventy thousand mouths could not guzzle sand. Worst of all — few of us were used to the rageful heat of the day, or the sudden shift to a bitter, biting cold come moonrise. Surviving the desert took special skills and an even more peculiar constitution, which us folk from fairer lands lacked.

      We’d no shortage of zeal, though. The unshakable truth which we each stood upon. After a decade of succession wars in which I defeated three Saturni pretenders, none but I had finally united the lands of the Ethosians. And we’d united for one purpose: to push east to the waterfall at the edge of the earth, and to open all hearts we’d cross to the faith, as portended in Angelsong.

      I walked into my tent and poured ice water into a silver cup. My throat had swallowed enough sand during my short conversation with the magus, and even more disappointment. He did not sound like a man willing to relent, unlike the guards manning Qandbajar’s circle wall. Some men are bought with gold, others with fear, and yet more with common sense. What the magus’ currency was, I could not say. If it was as my own — if it was faith itself that had hired him, then we were in for a long siege.

      I sat on my unfolded stool and took the water into my mouth. I let it settle on my dry throat, crunched the ice with my teeth, and swallowed. The ice we’d brought would not last the length of the siege, so it was an enjoyment I ought to savor.

      An iron-clad legionary poked his head in. “Legate Tomas to see you, Lord Imperator.”

      I nodded. “Let him come.”

      Tomas strode in, still wearing his regal robes, spun of wool from his lavish estate on the breezy seaside of Deimos. The fur accenting the collar of his silver and rose shirt seemed suffocating, as did that turquoise bauble around his neck. From how sweat-soaked he was, and from his pungency, he obviously had not acclimated to the desert.

      “How did it go?” he asked.

      “The Zelthuriyans will stay in their caves and resist.”

      “No surprise. And have you given thought to my proposal?”

      His proposal. I wanted to spit on his silver sandals. To simply march past Zelthuriya, into the eastern lands, and down unto the peninsula of Kashan — wherein it was said they worship blood gods even stranger than those of the Yunan icelands — was a cowardly tactic.

      We’d already spent a year conquering Himyar and Labash. Though taking Himyar was a bloody struggle, the Labashites surrendered quickly, and their Negus even accepted the Archangel into his heart.

      “We did not come for the wealth of the east,” I said. “We came for their hearts and souls.”

      “But with their wealth — and ever more hearts and souls — we can return to Zelthuriya stronger. I hear the Kashanese have tamed mighty mammoths for use in war.”

      “We are already strong. And Kashan will be no walk through a pleasure garden. They say wormrot plagues the land. Better to wait that out before marching through its jungles. At least a year.”

      “A year in this heat. Watching the mountains and waiting for the Zelthuriyans to surrender. When it is said that many don’t even need to eat or drink. That their faith nourishes them.”

      “I am committed to this course, Legate. Best you and the others expend every resource to ensure this siege a triumph.”

      From Tomas’ ugly scowl, it was obvious he did not appreciate my resolve. He rarely did. During the succession wars, he was oft counted among one faction or another opposing mine. Except for that rainy summer — now twelve moons ago — when we briefly aligned to snuff out the Brine Lord of Dycondi. But even after that victory, Tomas rushed to align against me, until I was the only power left to align with.

      Still, I added him to my stable of allies. You can never have enough. I’d witnessed others inflict vengeance for reasons both petty and noble, and so knew well the folly of punitive retribution — though some exceptions had to be made for terrible men. Ultimately, I’d triumphed by being a unifier. I called to the foundation we all stood upon, the Ethos faith, and made it the unshakable pillar upon which I hoisted my Eight-Legged Banner. And in doing so, I did not discriminate between enemies and allies. An endless war only ended the day all surrendered to crown me.

      And then we pushed east. Men that for decades had slaughtered each other now together slaughtered the infidel. But even with unbelievers, I preferred to make common cause. It would not be faith that united us — yet — but a baser calling: safety in body and wealth. I would keep the people of Qandbajar safe, something their saint-king failed to do, and thus win their loyalty before our faith won their hearts.

      “Tomas.” I snapped my fingers. “Where is my son?”

      “Doran is helping build the trenchworks.”

      “Getting his hands sandy, is he?”

      “As you well know, the boy — or rather man, given how broad his shoulders have become — leads by example. Rather like his father.”

      I beamed, despite Tomas’ obvious ingratiation. His tongue was oft honeyed. Whenever it wasn’t — like a few minutes ago — you knew he was expressing his true yearnings and fears.

      “I would spend an hour in prayer,” I said. “After, I’ll take questions from all and hear any concerns. We will do this siege right, as we did when saving Kostany from the Saturni and their pompous pyromancers.”

      That was a hard-won siege. Kostany’s walls might not be mountains, but they were the next best thing: high, thick, and worst of all, deep. The imperator who’d built them a hundred years ago was said to have drawn the designs himself, though he’d no background in engineering or wall works. Rather, the specifications came to him in a divine dream, in which the angel Malak promised him pillars as sturdy as his own. Those walls had kept Kostany safe from khagans and raiders. But they could not keep it safe from me, which further proved my chosen purpose.

      “I don’t doubt your earnestness.” Given the softness of Tomas’ tone, he was ready to relent. While an ambitious man, he no longer let ambition outstrip practicality. Opposing me was simply bad for his health, and the health of his house and children, and he knew it well. Especially after I’d slain two of his sons in battle. He’d known it now for over a decade, and so had everyone in my assembly of prefects, legates, and priests. That was the only way to rule: show those with ambition their highest seat was just beneath yours, and to even attempt to rise would guarantee ruin.

      “But you do doubt something,” I said. “What would it take to ease your heart?”

      “I’m afraid after sighting that blood cloud, nothing can ease my heart save my featherbed in Deimos.”

      “You’re not the only one shaken by such nasty omens. The east is darkened by sorceries. Beguiled by demons. We must be ready for worse. Our holy fire will chase all rats out of their roosts. We must armor our hearts with faith as we do our bodies with iron.”

      “You are wise, Lord Imperator. But the Abyad translator…” Tomas shuddered, his jaw stuck in fear.

      “What did he say?”

      “He said the blood cloud comes from a land deep in the Endless Waste. A cursed crack in the earth called the God Sea. He said those born beneath such clouds are blessed with the power to write with blood. And he said there are tribes of these bloodwriters nearby, in the Vogras, and that they will not leave us alone for attacking this unholy city.”

      “The Vogras… that’s a few days’ ride. No matter. We’ll root out those who failed Marot’s trial.”

      “And if we come against blood magic? What equal do we have?”

      “‘Before faith, all darkness flees.’ So it is written in Angelsong.”

      “I have found darkness to be unmoving. It is the light that comes and goes.”

      He was anxious. No Crucian army had ever gone this deep into Latian lands, so we all ought to be wary.

      “I know we are each uneasy to be far from our hearths and harvests. But I unified Crucis and the Ethos with this very purpose. To fulfill prophecy. Nowhere in Angelsong is it written that such things are easy. No, it will be a greater trial of faith than any before or after.”

      Tomas nodded in his slow, thoughtful way. “Even the priests lack such reassuring words. I have always found it difficult to have faith, especially when faced with such bottomless suffering. But today, I will count myself among the faithful. I’ll do my utmost to reassure the legions.”

      “Thank you, Tomas. Your service is ever appreciated.”

      At that, he left me to my prayers. I knelt, closed my eyes, and pictured the Archangel in my heart, as I’d done since I was a boy. My faith was the only thing that had not changed, not since the day my father first took me to the chapel. It was still the faith of that innocent heart, and carried with it the same childish hopes.

      And yet, now when I pictured the Archangel, his wings vast across the clouds, his many eyes watching the world from every possible angle, there was something else. Something dark in heaven above. Something that no light could illuminate. And it was vast, as if encompassing a thousand thousand leagues. Worse, it was growing. Growing and encroaching. Soon, it would cover everything, and no longer could we avert our gaze.

      We’d have to face it.

      

      That night, someone shook my shoulders till I woke from a dreamless sleep.

      “Lord Imperator, the blood cloud has returned.” My son’s ever-deepening voice.

      “Doran.” I sat up in my pallet and reached for my water jug, hoping to ease my nighttime dryness. But as soon as I sipped, I spat it out.

      That was not water. Too metallic and viscous. And judging by the stain on my blanket, too red.

      “Father, we must flee.” He was six and ten years, but the fear in his cheeks made him seem no older than ten. His dark curls dropped onto his bulging shoulders, hardened from laboring like any man in my army.

      “Flee? From what?”

      “The cloud. The cloud of blood and screams. Don’t you hear it, Father?”

      I stilled and focused on the rustling breeze. Behind it lay something else… wails. Shrieks. As if an entire city were boiling alive. Men, women, and children, bathing in their own enflamed blood and innards. And it came from above.

      I stood and grabbed my spatha, as if it could protect me from a cloud. Still, I felt safer strapping it to my belt. With my son at my side, I went through the tent flap and stepped onto the sand of the Zelthuriyan Desert.

      The sky was a bulbous, bubbling red. It covered all corners, as if an evil god had unrolled a blood-soaked carpet above us. Now I saw those arms and legs, dipping in and out of the cloud, as if those suffering within yearned for escape, only to be pulled inside by whatever demons stirred that cauldron.

      I swallowed, tasting the blood I’d sipped earlier. “That magus must’ve directed it back here. He means to chase us away. It is but a vain trick.”

      “Father, this is no trick. All the water in the wells has turned red. Every morsel of food is bursting with rotten, black blood.”

      “This is the evil we came to destroy, Doran. If I run from it, then how can I call myself the Opener?”

      “How will we eat or drink? Would you have us sup upon something so vile?”

      “There is worse in this world, my son. I have beheld such. I see it even in my prayers. There is a darkness vast, one that was not created, but rather is threaded into the fabric of everything.”

      My handsome son scrunched his eyes and shook his head. How black his hair was, and yet it curled, unlike mine or his mother’s. Neither were we a family so broadly built as him, with such staunch chins and wavy brows.

      “What would you have us do, Father?”

      “Tell the men to stand upon the faith. This cloud will pass, as all do. Our zeal will outlast it. Then, we will commence our siege and put an end to such sorceries and demonic tricks for all time. Anyone — and I mean anyone — who runs will be hunted down, and shall taste their own blood in their throats. I will cut their necks slow, and I’ll proclaim their dishonor in every corner of Holy Crucis, such that even their own mothers will curse their names.”

      I went about the camp shouting, “Steel your faith! These are but the guiles of the Fallen. Do not fear, for we have the angels at our backs!”

      To the credit of my men, none fled. Many held hands with their brothers and hymned the holy verses of Angelsong, all while staring defiantly at the sky, as if their words could send that blood cloud on its way. But I knew it would be a harder trial than that.

      I sighted Tomas on the back of a camel. The Abyad translator sat at the front as the camel raised its long neck. The beast was laden with wooden cases and fabric rolls.

      “Where are you going, Legate?” I asked, my face level with his silver shoes.

      “Lord Imperator, you must give the command to flee. We ought to make for Qandbajar and return here only once this cloud has passed.”

      I sighed with disappointment. “If this is all it takes to make us flee, they’ll do this again when we return. The magus is playing his trick, and we must outlast it.”

      “This is not a trick,” the Abyad translator said in his crooked lilt. He was a young man with a swirl-shaped scar beneath one eye, whom we’d employed because he spoke many languages of both west and east. “The magi are as much at the mercy of these things as us. Even the jinn flee in the face of such evil. My people tell a story — strange things that live within the God Sea are stirred every seven hundred or so years. This cloud was born from the God Sea itself, and so we are right to fear what it may bring.”

      I drew my sword and brandished it at his kidney, the tip jutting into his tapestried robe. “I fear only the angels. And they fear nothing. You will cease inspiring cowardice, or I will water the sand with your innards.”

      “Go ahead. I’d rather die than live through what’s about to happen here.”

      “And what’s about to happen?” I asked. “All it’s doing is floating. Maybe it’ll rain some, but so what? We are each soldiers. Do you think we have not bathed in blood, our own and others? Do you think we haven’t suffered a symphony of screams? We have brought more screams to this earth than any cloud.”

      “You’ve let your arrogance blind you.” The Abyad tugged one end of his jade turban. “Doubtless, this blood cloud is here to punish you. It is an ill-fate that sees me trapped in your orbit.”

      “Get down off that camel,” I ordered. “The cloud is a fright, for true. But I’m far more terrifying. Don’t make me prove it.”

      “Your blade will give me one death. I say that’s better than the many-fold deaths up there.”

      I wound my arm to stab the camel through the neck before they could flee. But then the sky flashed, as if lightning had erupted across the blood cloud.

      We all looked up.

      The cloud billowed. It breathed. Its breadth extended for miles, and as the screams loudened, a haze drifted downward at speed.

      “It’s coming!” Tomas shouted. “Archangel save us!”

      Most of my legionaries stood in their iron armor, facing the descending blood cloud with prayers on their tongues. But for some, the sight of those oily, eyeball-filled tentacles slithering within it was too much. They ran, scattering across the sands, as if that would save them.

      As for me, I’d been warned about these terrors. About what the Uncreated could conjure from its perch outside of time and creation. I’d even seen them in my prayers, of all places. I stared straight as red fog immersed us, thickening until it was as suffocating as smoke.

      And for a moment, the screams and prayers ceased. Everything was silent.

      Everything was still. I stood alone in a bloody haze, my lower half obscured by its thickness. A sudden chill breezed onto my bones, and as I shuddered, the stench of molten copper and ungodly rot assaulted my nose.

      “So this is it,” I said. “Not such a terror. Let it pass. By the Archangel, let it pass.”

      And then it began to thin, and we found ourselves somewhere else.
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      By now, I despised the fucking desert. Not so much the sand, but the clarity of the sky. It stares down at you as much as you stare up at it, like a naked dancer without shame. In a way, the desert was a mirror — this barren brown expanse could be my own heart. The shrubs that found water and shot out of the scrub were like these unwelcome feelings growing inside me.

      Anger and regret, most of all. For it was here in the Zelthuriyan Desert, mere moons ago, that I’d gained the allegiance of Marada, Sultana of the Marid. And it was in a different desert where she’d died, obliterated by the angel Marot, and thus the Marid were no longer bound to me. I was as powerless as ever.

      Of the jinn, only Kinn stayed at my side. I’d ordered him to scout the area and watch me from high above. I’d told him to alert me only if it was absolutely necessary, lest whom I was about to meet sight him, and I lose yet another advantage.

      The desert did not give me a breeze, though even its breezes were bitter, gusting sand into my eyes and mouth. The desert gave me silence, its most pleasant song. It gave me a smooth ride, perhaps its best blessing, and these days, I ought to count them.

      Oh, I noticed the scouts. They did well to blend in, their caftans as brown as the soil and sand. But the sun reflected off the tops of their white turbans, giving away their positions. I ignored them and encouraged my camel onward, tapping it lightly with a reed as it chewed cud.

      There it was: a pitched tent amid the oasis. The camels tied to the palms lazily sipped water from the shallow, leaf-filled pond. I tied mine nearby, gave it a pat, and it bent to graze on grass. The waft of moist soil and well-watered reeds refreshed me.

      Maroon and black stripes in the Abyad style patterned the tent. I stepped through the flap and onto a hard wool carpet. Floor couches with simple textures covered the interior, and frankincense wafted from the incense burner.

      On the far side, sitting cross-legged, was Cyra. Or rather Sultana Cyra, as she’d styled herself. To her right stood two Sylgiz warriors, and to her left two Jotrids — each covered in chainmail, helmeted, and armed with scimitars and daggers — unlike me, with only my scimitar, though I’d sharpened it this morning.

      Cyra was not wearing an eyepatch, her black-on-black eye ever the abyss. When she beheld me, it was as if she were waking from a dream. Slowly, she stood with the help of a cypress-wood staff, dusting her sapphire caftan, then patting down some unruly strands of her curly, raven hair.

      She cleared her throat. It sounded so rough, as if she’d been swallowing sand. “You came.”

      I sighed with some weight. Looking at her face was not easy. For whatever reason, I had a soft spot for women like her. One that had repeatedly caused me pain.

      And so to mask that pain, I steeled my stance and let myself finally feel anger. I let it sprout from my heart, taller than the acacias in the forests outside Kostany.

      “Have you decided to save me the trouble?” I asked.

      “What trouble would that be?”

      “The trouble of flying to Qandbajar and gouging out your eye.”

      Cyra’s sigh was laden with weariness and weight, like the one I’d let out earlier. “That’s not why I suggested we meet.”

      “Oh? Then why?”

      “I want to solve all of this before it gets completely out of hand. I want to solve this between the two of us, since we hold most of the cards.”

      “Solve what exactly?”

      “I don’t want us to be enemies.”

      I smiled falsely. It had become so easy to do, of late. “I don’t either. But I find it difficult to trust you. I need a gesture of good faith. I need you to show me that you’ve chosen a better path.”

      “I’m not giving up my star-seeing eye, Kevah, just as you’re not giving up your masks.”

      Of course she’d try to equate the two. But it was a false comparison. To paraphrase something Taqi said: all power corrupts, but some more than others. “My masks didn’t summon the blood plague. They are a gift for the good.”

      “Then do some good and work with me to secure an equitable peace.”

      I snickered, stuck a fist to my chin, and paced near the entrance of the tent. “Do you hear yourself, Cyra? You speak of peace… have you forgotten that you’re the one who fomented these troubles?”

      “It was Marot who started it. I only did what I had to. It’s not my fault things ended up this way.”

      Was she sincerely this blind? There had to be some way to make her see.

      “Are you so oblivious to your own acts? By Lat… how can you not see what your own hands are doing? You even burned the bodies of the saints. What could compel you to do that but evil? Why can’t you see your own darkness, Cyra?”

      Cyra hobbled closer to me. When her guards tried to follow, she gestured for them to stay. Then she came to my ear and whispered, “And did you see, Kevah?” Her tone turned suddenly bitter, as if she couldn’t keep her bile down any longer. “Did you see what happened to your beloved Lat?”

      I didn’t want to think on it. “We only saw what she wanted us to. It is a test of faith.”

      “Test of what faith?” Her fast breaths tingled my ear. “My god crushed yours and used her innards to bloodwrite on the sky. There’s no need for faith when you have eyes. It’s you who are blind to truth.”

      So, she’d made her remorseless heart plain. Why continue this meeting? What could more words achieve?

      “I will not have peace with someone who calls Hawwa ‘god’. What a charlatan you are. Sitting upon the throne of Qandbajar, pretending to be justice for Saint Chisti’s Children. How can that be when you spit upon his god? The god we all love — whether upon the Path of the Saints or the Children.”

      “Because I’ll be whatever I must to triumph and rule.” She said it in a hushed tone, so that her guards standing at the back would not hear. Still, her voice cracked from honesty. “I’ll be one thing in my heart and another in my mind and yet another in my body. I’ll deceive even myself if I must. Do you think that the shahs and sultans and imperators are any different? Everyone is lying about what they are beneath it all.”

      I chuckled with the sourness of an unripe pomegranate. “Tell yourself that, Cyra. Balm your shame. But I am Lat’s chosen, and I will have your eye.”

      “Don’t be a fool. Do you think I would have come here if I were so helpless?”

      Obviously, she would not have risked it. But what if I were to overpower her, this instant, and pull her black-on-black eye out? How would she stop me, with her guards standing so far away?

      Cyra must’ve read the danger in my glare. She stepped back, and her guards came forward, hands on their steel hilts.

      Today wouldn’t be the day I killed her. She’d obviously surrounded this oasis from a distance, so I wouldn’t escape alive unless I flew out, and Kinn was off scouting.

      “When I come to Qandbajar with an army,” I said, “will you call upon the void to save you? Will you write your desperation upon the stars?”

      “I’ll write whatever I have to. You know that.” Cyra folded her arms and tilted her head, as if to behold me from a new angle. “Now ask yourself — would you rather make peace, or risk everything fighting someone who’d do whatever it takes to get what she wants?”

      “And what the fuck do you want?”

      “How many times do I have to say it? Peace — on fair terms.”

      “So long as I live, you’ll have no peace on any terms. So long as you’ve got that eye, you’ll have to burn this world and the next to be safe from me.” I approached the flap, ready to return to Zelthuriya. It wasn’t a complete waste, though. This meeting confirmed what I already feared: Cyra was beyond saving.

      “Why?” Melancholy drenched Cyra’s voice. “Why do you hate me so much?”

      I couldn’t hate her, as astray as she was. By some instinct I couldn’t understand, she reminded me of Melodi. They were both ambitious, though it had led them to altogether different places. One had gone to the grave, and the other to a shore far worse.

      “I hate what turned my wife into a witch that sacrificed her own son for power. I hate what slit my daughter’s throat upon the sea walls of Kostany. I hate what killed the woman I love with a stone thrown by an undead imperator. It was Lat who saved her, and it is Lat who will save us all. By my hand. By the hand of the magus she chose to wear all masks.”

      “How lofty. Ever the poet.” Cyra sniffled. Her sadness was no trick, of that I was certain. She reminded me of my daughter, but what did I remind her of? What hopes had she placed upon me when first we met, that now brought her such bitter disappointment? “Perhaps they’ll deem you a saint once you’re done saving the realm.” She paused, as if to let her sadness breathe. “You know, when I met you in Zelthuriya, I didn’t think you so obstinate. You seemed… sincere. Willing to surface your doubts, not hide them in an ocean trench.”

      “Doubts? The sad truth is, I’m carrying too much weight to add doubts atop.”

      “Doubts don’t go on top. They nip at your heels, until one day you wake and can barely walk without crying.”

      I suppose she’d earned that wisdom, given all she’d endured. I recalled Taqi saying something similar about palaces built on sand, or planting roses in water, or some such allegory on the dangers of doubts. The precise wording of his verses were beginning to drift from my mind amid all this tumult.

      “Then we’ll have to see who falls first,” I said, as resolute as I could stand to be.

      Cyra nodded, her eye a better mirror than even the endless desert. “I suppose we will.”

      

      The spying riders were even more obvious on the camel journey back to Zelthuriya. So obvious that three galloped straight toward me, their mares kicking up a storm of sand. Once near, they slowed to a trot. I pulled the reins to halt my camel, then rubbed its furry head so it wouldn’t panic.

      “What do you want?” I said to the biggest rider. They wore chainmail and onion helmets, around which they’d wrapped green turbans. Vile verses ridiculing our saints emblazoned the headwear. Ah, so these were the saintcursers — the most feared warriors of Cyra’s tribes, named so because they cursed the saints as they charged into battle.

      Matchlocks were strapped to their backs, and scimitars hung from their belts. They glared at me, their postures high on their leather saddles.

      “We’ve heard a lot about you,” the leanest rider said. He trotted closer, his mare snorting. “Heard you’re good in battle.”

      “Have you come for a demonstration?” I gripped the hilt of my scimitar.

      The lean one, who had a gash running down his nose and into his upper lip, continued to glare. Did they really think a hard look could intimidate me?

      “You’re all already dead,” I said with a grin. “I’ll pull out my blade and put it through your lips sweet as a kiss. By the time your two friends reach for theirs, I’ll throw one of those daggers hidden in your sleeve between the eyes of the big one. Then I’ll take my time with the remaining one… I do enjoy a good, long scream. Mayhap the saints will hear it, too.”

      The riders gave each other worried glances. They likely weren’t used to dealing with someone they couldn’t intimidate.

      The lean one blinked. “We just wanted to give you Khagan Gokberk’s regards.”

      So it wasn’t Cyra who’d sent these riders. That meant deep cracks remained in the unity she’d created between the Jotrids and Sylgiz. Their tribal feud went back generations, and was said to have begun over the theft of a goat. Though Cyra presented herself as the healer of that rift, and the deciding power between Khagan Gokberk and Khagan Pashang, it seemed she teetered in a more precarious position.

      Perhaps Gokberk wanted his own assessment of me. He didn’t trust Cyra’s.

      “Tell Khagan Gokberk that if he wants peace, he should take his Sylgiz tribe and go home.”

      “Khagan Gokberk doesn’t take kindly to threats.”

      “Was that even a threat?” I laughed and patted my camel’s head. “I should send him your heads. Now that would be a threat.”

      They reached for their hilts. While I knew I could kill them, I may not come out unscathed. I yearned to bloody my blade, but there was no good reason to risk a deep cut or stab wound, especially when so much needed to be done. Besides, the last thing I wanted was for Kinn and Sadie to scold me because I’d acted like a bloodthirsty fool. Speaking of Kinn, I expected him to drop out of the sky any moment, eager to fly me to safety. But why leave a perfectly good camel in the desert?

      I gave the saintcursers a backhand wave. “You’re making me late. Get out of my way.” I pointed to my eyes. “Or else I’ll remember your faces.”

      They trotted to the side. I continued toward Zelthuriya.

      

      Upon returning to mountain-carved Zelthuriya, I went somewhere I could find solace: the Shrine of Saint Chisti. Those things were there again, at the back of the enormous cavern that was so often full of worshippers.

      Since the city had emptied somewhat due to the tumult in Alanya, they were coming more often. Kinn told me they were devs — a kind of jinn. He also told me not to talk to or look at them, for fear one may “take interest in me, like a clingy lover.”

      They were just shadows with glowing, ball-like eyes. They would stand in a line at the back of Chisti’s shrine, face his sepulcher, and pray like we would. But when they wanted to look to the right or left, their faces wouldn’t move, only their eyes. I once stared at a dev who was facing away from me, and then its eyes simply opened in the back of its head, and I couldn’t avert my gaze fast enough. And it wasn’t just their eyes that could do this — their feet could change direction by reforming. Sometimes their feet were in the opposite direction of their eyes, and so they would walk forward while facing backward.

      I didn’t want any trouble. I ignored them and went to a small room in the caves beneath the Shrine of Saint Chisti.

      As soon as I entered, Sadie got off her pallet, let out a relieved breath, and hugged me, her forehead touching my sweat-soaked beard.

      “Where’s Kinn?” I glanced around the room and saw nothing but Sadie’s reed pallet and a horsecloth bundle wherein she kept her clothes. Oh, and her massive recurve bow formed from some dark wood that certainly didn’t grow around here.

      “How should I know? I can’t even see him.” She gazed into me, relief in her amber eyes. “It didn’t go as you hoped, I take it.”

      “That woman is set on her onerous path.”

      “You must tell Shah Kyars.”

      “I’ve already apprised an Archer of the Eye. Kyars likely knows by now. If so, he’ll be here in three days, at most.”

      Sadie had cut her wavy red hair to the middle of her neck. She got thinner each day, which worried me. If she wasn’t eating food, she was eating something else: grief, most likely. But I could never get her to open up about it.

      “You know,” I cleared my throat, “one of the sheikhs here makes a fragrant saffron rice. I saw lambs in the pen, and there’s a famous garlic-yogurt stall not even a ten-minute walk. Line won’t be too long, given the dearth of pilgrims.”

      “Do I look that emaciated?”

      “You didn’t eat breakfast with me. And it’s well past lunch time.” I sighed. “You know, if you’re this good at fasting, you should be the magus, not me.”

      “If you want me to eat, I’ll eat.”

      “I don’t want you to eat. I want you to want to eat.”

      She played with the colorful bead bracelet on her wrist. She’d bought it from a Karmazi craftswoman at the grand bazaar. It resembled one that her mother had once made her, she’d told me.

      “Come,” I said. “Let’s talk somewhere brighter.”

      Out on the streets, we passed the shrine-lined thoroughfare and walked through a winding passage between two cliffs that led to one of the many garden districts, each famous for a different flower. I told Sadie everything Cyra had said. And I told her what I thought about it. She only acknowledged, never voicing her opinion, though she doubtless had one.

      With a cardamom and sugar coffee in hand, as well as a wooden bowl of juicy dates, we sat in the soft grass amid a palm-lined clearing between mountains. A more-than-pleasant breeze blew between the chasms and sweetly kissed our faces. This spot was usually covered edge-to-edge by folks seeking to relax between shrine visits, but because of the turmoil in Alanya, we now had it to ourselves.

      It was a relief to see Sadie chew a single date, even if she did spit out most of the flesh with the seed. Both of us had been through much, but she’d been helpless when it mattered. When Marot captured her, it was not unlike the day when Imperator Heraclius stoned her. Both times, she was meant to be sacrificed to please some vast evil. For all her strengths, she’d been reduced to little more than a lamb for slaughter. So I knew, at least on the surface, why she could barely get out of bed, not even for a bite of bread.

      But reassurances weren’t flowing from my tongue, either. I loved her, but could I tell her — truly — that I’d always be here to protect her? I couldn’t say that with a certain heart, because I was helpless in so many ways, too.

      “Sadie…” The words stalled on my tongue.

      “We don’t belong here, Kevah.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      “So why are we here? Why…” She obviously knew the answer, and so fell silent.

      “I have a duty. But I’ll not tell you to stay, nor will I tell you to go. What you do is yours to decide. I insist only that wherever you go, you keep safe.”

      “For you, duty is everything. You made pledges to my grandfather, and then to my father, and then to Lat herself. All you know how to do is pledge yourself. Whereas, I only did whatever I wanted.”

      I took her hand and caressed the creases on her palm, which were shaped like a bowstring. In that moment, enjoying the simplicity of her touch, a stinging guilt overcame me.

      “Your eyes suddenly went sad,” she said.

      “And your eyes are always sad.”

      “I’ll tell you my pain if you tell me yours.”

      I brought it to mind. The moment the Sultana of the Marid warned me with her icy song. Warned me not to save the woman I loved because it would draw Marot’s attention at precisely the wrong time.

      “I was advised not to save you, Sadie.”

      “Advised by whom?”

      “By Marada. I was supposed to let you die. I was supposed to wait till Zedra had begun writing the bloodrune with your blood. Marot would have felt he’d already triumphed, and then we could’ve attacked him unaware. Marada would not have perished, had I listened.”

      “Then why didn’t you heed her?”

      “Do you even have to ask?”

      I focused on the drongos sitting atop the gently swaying palms as a discomforting silence settled between us.

      “So then your feelings for me caused you to stray from a sound plan. Perhaps I shouldn’t—”

      “Do you think Lat brought you back only to be sacrificed like some lamb? I will never regret saving you. I’m only telling you this because I don’t want secrets hanging between our glances. I kept it to myself for so long because it was difficult to say. But now I feel somewhat lighter. It’s time you lighten your loads, too.”

      “I don’t even know where to begin.” She fidgeted and tugged on her collar, as if she didn’t know what to do with herself. “I wish you’d just let me die. Both times.”

      I squeezed her hand. “Remember when you found me digging graves at the shore of the Siyah Sea? I’d wanted to die, then. Or fade away. But you helped me rekindle my purpose.”

      “I swear, it feels like that was another person… khatun of a zabadar tribe. How could that have been me?” Sadie looked into my eyes with trepidation. “What if it was someone else? What if… what if I’m not actually Sadie?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Zedra was not actually Zedra, right? She only believed she was. What if the real Sadie died, and I only think I’m her?”

      I shook my head furiously. “Zedra was brought back by Marot’s vile design. You were brought back by Lat herself. The two are not alike. Not at all.”

      “Kevah…” Sadie’s hand shook in mine. “If we were to go to the Sublime Seat in Kostany. If we were to go to the garden, and dig up the graves… would I not see my own corpse?”

      “I don’t know. You’re more than a body, Sadie. You’re a… you’re a soul.”

      “A soul? What even is that? What’s it made of?”

      “I don’t know. But it’s what makes you you.”

      “How can you be so certain?”

      “Because if I doubted everything I’d been taught, I wouldn’t be able to get out of bed. Besides, I’m no Philosopher. And good luck finding one, these days.”

      I handed Sadie a date. She nipped on it in silence, then took it whole.

      “You and I are too different.” She spat out the seed. “I used to find your bravery so reassuring.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I find it foolish.”

      “You know what, Sadie? The only people who’ve ever done anything worth doing are the foolish. Look at Cyra. She broke a six-hundred-year-old dynasty by being a complete fool. And you know who the losers are?”

      She shrugged.

      “The cowards. The careful. I once saw a fool climb a wall by himself. The man was overcome by some crazed zeal. Scaled the wall, arrows hitting him all over. The defenders thought he was a jinn. Soon as he reached the top and waved his sword around, they all ran scared. A siege… won by someone who’d lost his mind.”

      Immediately, I regretted my somewhat contemptuous tone.

      “Anything else, Magus?” the plump serving girl asked. I made a polite face and shook my head. She walked back to her stall holding a brass tray.

      “You’re right,” Sadie finally said. “Anything I’ve ever achieved, it was because I was angry. I was angry, and so I let it fuel me. Let it guide me. But now… now I’m not angry.”

      “Why not? Do you realize what Cyra is doing? While we’re sitting here in our little pleasure garden surrounded by impenetrable mountains, she’s painting Qandbajar in blood. She’s already defiled the shrines of the saints. But those are dead men and women. What about the living? Have you heard yet about the inquisitions she’s started?”

      Sadie shook her head.

      “She’s made it her task to ask of every man in Qandbajar — ‘Who is Chisti?’ And if one should say ‘Saint’ instead of ‘Father’ she’ll seize their property — or worse, torture them.”

      “How is that different from what Tamaz and his forefathers did to her path?”

      “She’s not even a believer in Saint Chisti’s teachings, Sadie. She worships Hawwa. She’s trying to destroy the faith from within, and gain power by doing so. She’s worse than Micah the Metal. At least he was an obvious, outward enemy. But Cyra will clothe herself in faith and pretend to be its champion, all the while poisoning it. Does that not make you angry?”

      “Perhaps I’m too terrified to be angry.”

      I’d learned long ago you couldn’t change people’s hearts with arguments. The truth is, I was happy to have a spare moment with Sadie. I didn’t want to spend it arguing. I wanted to help her, but if I couldn’t, then I’d rather sit in silence, listening to her breathe. Because there was a time when she couldn’t.

      “It’s all right, Sadie. Whatever you feel is fine.”

      “And behind your sense of duty, what is it that you feel?”

      Perhaps Sadie did not understand that duty itself was a feeling. It might be cold in your room, but when the sun rises, all you need do is bask in it to feel warm. Duty to Lat, the faith, the Seluqals, the ideal of justice, the people, and even her — being dutiful was how Tengis had taught me to live.

      “I’m both angry and terrified,” I said. “Even I’m not fool enough to deny the unavoidable truth. Truly terrible things are coming, and I fear even these holy mountains won’t save us. That’s why I must cling to duty. Without it, I might never leave my room, except maybe to stab someone I didn’t like.”

      “Or maybe you’re just using duty to cover up what you don’t want to face.”

      “Maybe I am. That’s how I’ve lived, and that’s how I’ll die.”

      A morose note to shut my mouth on, but it was how I felt. And so we ate our dates in an honest silence.

      

      Two days later, Shah Kyars arrived in Zelthuriya wearing a ruddy turban and a sandy, orderly’s robe. The look of a shrinegoer suited him in a charmful, rustic way. He came to my bare room beneath the Shrine of Saint Chisti, perhaps one of the only places he was truly safe.

      “I have an idea,” I told him as we sat on my dusty carpet, which was a donation from an Elder Disciple.

      “I’ve been short of those lately.” He stuck his finger in his ear and scratched.

      “Cyra’s coalition is threaded by gossamer strands. We can sow discontent between the Jotrids and the Sylgiz, and reap the chaos.”

      “How exactly?” He removed his finger and came away with flecks of blood. I decided to ignore whatever malady that was. A shah had no shortage of healers.

      “I have a rather vivid picture of it. We assassinate certain Jotrid chiefs. We write the words ‘saint worshipper’ on their corpses, with their own blood. It’s a lowbrow method, but it’ll get the old feuds boiling again. Jotrids versus Sylgiz, Path of the Children versus Path of the Saints.”

      Kyars seemed to imagine it for a moment. “Seems a bit obvious, don’t you think?”

      “Aye, if you think about it. But when you’re overcome by anger and sorrow, you don’t think, do you? You clutch for the nearest hatred. And for the Jotrids, it’ll be the Sylgiz.”

      “I have agents who can do that sort of thing. But this doesn’t solve our actual problem — that being Cyra herself. She and her husband and her cousin are all getting rather settled on my throne. And if I try to knock them off it, Lat knows what evil she’ll conjure.” Kyars closed his eyes for a moment. “To be honest, Kevah, I’m beginning to wonder if it’s even worth it.”

      I didn’t mind him telling me this. But I hoped he wouldn’t say that to his own men and advisors. A cause was infinitely harder to fight for with a wavering leader.

      “Many righteous causes seemed that way,” I said. “The darkness is always vaster than the light. But even a flickering candle can brighten a room.” It certainly did mine.

      Kyars traced lines on the carpet. “Forget about Cyra and her darkness for a moment. All I control is a swathe of desert between Zelthuriya and Merva.” He tapped his finger on the carpet as if it were the eastern edge of a map. “In Merva, my cousins rule, and they are rightfully reluctant to make an accord with me after I separated Uncle Mansur from his head.” Now he tapped the western edge of the imagined map. “From his seat in Dorud, Grand Vizier Barkam rules all the land west to the Yunan Sea, with my brother as an adornment — and they have not been forthcoming to my requests. I am a shah in name only.”

      “That’ll change once you’ve won a few battles.”

      “With what host? I’ve barely got seven thousand gholam at my back. The rest died in that bloodbath in the desert. Even the Archers will likely abandon me before long.”

      The man was overcome by gloom, not unlike Sadie. I’d often advised Shah Jalal when he’d enter such despairing moods. Our trials back then seemed unconquerable. But he was steadfast in his course. I only hoped Kyars would be, too.

      “You can rely on me, Your Glory.”

      Kyars stared at me with such penetrating pupils. “When I look at you, Kevah, I don’t see hope. I see an even deeper abyss than the one I’ve fallen into.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “All I ever wanted to do was rule my realm. The realm my forefathers kept intact for six hundred years. I never wanted to be a hero. Of course, I imagined I’d do a few things better than my father, but I never wanted to be some kind of savior, which is how you’ve styled yourself.”

      “Well, what do you think I wanted? Do you think I ever wanted this?” I gestured to the unadorned stone walls that choked us. “I wanted to be bored out of my senses with a nagging wife, an annoying daughter, and a creaky house.” The thought of my unanswered wants made me sorrowful. “You’ve still got the flavor of youth, Shah Kyars, so it’s time you learned that what we want doesn’t matter. It never did. Crush that part of you. Grind it to dust. You need to be what fate demands and accept what little happiness it gives you. From now on, your life won’t be one of pleasure and excess and having your balls licked on a whim. It’ll be one of blood and bones and screams. And the only alternative is a cold grave.”

      He nodded as if understanding my words. But I sensed he still grasped at some other, false hope.

      “What if I told you there is an alternative to war?” Kyars said.

      “I’d tell you it better be very sound, or it’s a ruse.”

      “Did you know that someone in the Sand Palace has been corresponding with Barkam?”

      “I’d expect nothing less. Cyra is surrounded by enemies. She’d want to ensure that Barkam won’t march on her while her back is turned.”

      “No. These letters were sent by, I suspect, Pashang. He offers to make my brother, Prince Faris, shah.”

      I took a moment to chew on that. Why would Pashang, after risking everything to remove the Seluqals, offer to reinstate one? “You mean merely as an adornment?”

      “Precisely. You see, Qandbajar is proving difficult for them to govern. Little surprise that horseshit-smelling barbarians wouldn’t know a thing about ruling a city. The viziers who served in the Majlis have fled, leaving no one to manage the day-to-day tasks that sustained the Pearl of Cities. Thievery is rampant. You can’t even buy olive oil in the market. There’s barely any grain, and they don’t know how to allocate what little there is. They can’t even figure out how to time the dams that control the river flow, and so after the autumnal rains, the Vogras overflowed its banks, leaving farmland and several districts underwater.” Kyars sighed. “Imagine the chaos when the desert snows begin to fall. I would delight in their failures, if the common people weren’t suffering so much as a result.”

      “So… they’ll want to parade Prince Faris around just to show that the old order still exists, and thereby hope to lure back some of the viziers and administrators.”

      “Right. And I fear Barkam will agree, if only to regain his estates in Qandbajar. And you know what else? They’ve been sending letters to my cousins, too. Reminding them how I tortured and beheaded Uncle Mansur. Encouraging them to attack me. Saying that they’ll grant Mansur’s household all the former Sylgiz and Jotrid lands up north if they get rid of me.” Kyars stood and raised his caftan, revealing a bandage wrapped around his belly. “If that knife were poisoned, I would indeed be cold in my grave.”

      My posture slumped as I digested these perils. “I don’t see what any alternative affords you, aside from yet more knives, more than likely to be poisoned next time.”

      “They said they’d let me live out my days in Sirm, in peace, at Shah Murad’s court. That they won’t come after me, so long as I abdicate my claim and go.”

      Such a cowardly path. I shook my head with fury. I had one more bold idea — likely my best — to convince Kyars that the path of war was better than scampering away. “You said you want to rule. Do you mean that?”

      Kyars’ nodded hesitantly.

      “I need to hear you say the words. And I need to hear your heart in them.”

      “I want to rule, Kevah. But does no one think about the people, anymore? Is their wellbeing not paramount? My father always said Lat placed us on the throne to ensure their prosperity, not our own. So if there’s a path for peace without me on it — one that doesn’t create an ocean of blood — then isn’t that better?”

      “It’s not better because you are the rightful Seluqal shah. You’d be abandoning your people to the tyranny of the Jotrids and Sylgiz. To heresy and apostasy. To evil. And while you may not have Merva or Qandbajar or the cities on the shore of the Yunan Sea, you have this most holy of cities. You have Zelthuriya. Make your seat here. Rule from here, like Saint Chisti once did.”

      He raised his head, almost in surprise. Good — I’d finally managed to reach him. “And what would the Disciples of Chisti have to say about that?”

      “Let me tell you something — it doesn’t matter what they think. March your seven thousand gholam through the southern passage, into the heart of the thoroughfare. Declare Zelthuriya your seat for the time being. I guarantee no one here will lift a finger to stop you.”

      “How are you so certain? No ruler has ever encamped in Zelthuriya itself… not since the day Saint-King Zafar fled from Basil the Banished. This city is inviolable. A sanctuary for peace. I fear such a move will just make everyone hate me.”

      “It won’t, and you can thank Cyra for that. There are a thousand saints buried in Zelthuriya. I know what the talk of the town is — everyone here fears she’ll do to them what she did to the saints in Qandbajar. I’ll have the Disciples declare you Protector of the Saints. Let the mountains be your shield, and let the shrines be your halls of power. And let me be your sword.”

      The door flung open with an airburst.

      A hooded man slid into the room, golden blade raised. I could hardly react as the curved edge raged toward my eyes.

      I rolled to dodge, then shuffled onto my feet between him and Kyars, my heart lunging out of my throat. I eyed my scimitar lying in its sheath across the room.

      “Thought you’d be quicker.” The hooded man backstepped toward the door’s threshold. “Thought you’d be armed, too. You think Cyra won’t send her killers in here?”

      “Who the fuck are you?” I shouted, struggling to grip my pounding heart.

      “Shah Kyars’ true sword.” The man sheathed his glimmering blade, then lowered his hood. Melancholy and hate stirred in the depths of his eyes. His beard was a patchwork of black and gray, with chiseled lines across his dark face. He was built as solidly as a suit of Crucian armor.

      “Kato,” Kyars said. “By Lat and all her saints, you still live!”

      Kato… the gholam commander?

      “I am sorry it took me this long to return to your side,” he said. “I am ashamed to say it, but after what happened in the desert, I fled. I was halfway to Atsmeri, to the realm of the Sultan of Himyar, when I returned to my senses.”

      “And what of your mistresses and children?” Kyars put his hands on the gholam commander’s shoulders.

      Kato’s eyes dimmed. “They are blood.”

      “I am sorry.” Kyars hugged Kato, genuine grief in his tone. “I am so sorry, my dear old friend.”

      But Kato seemed unmoved, his posture rigid, obviously finding it impossible to be comforted. “I eavesdropped on much of your conversation, and I’m in agreement with the magus. Do not let Cyra and Pashang have their rotten peace. Make this city your seat. Let me rally the gholam and khazis to your cause. I’ll swell your army to be vaster than the sea, and we will make our enemies pay.”

      Kato almost sounded like me. I knew well his grief, though he masked it behind steel far better than I ever did. Still, a pain that close to the heart is always felt, no matter how armored you are.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you, Pasha Kato.” With my own heart settling, I stepped forward to look into the man’s eyes. “I’m joyous that you’ve returned, though you could’ve been a little less dramatic about it.”

      He wagged his finger at me. “Fuck you, Kevah. Be better prepared next time. And don’t think I’ve forgotten what you did to Kichak.” Then he broke the tension with a bright smile. “Ah, you danced around him and dealt his death so diligently, didn’t you? But that was then.” He took my hand and shook it. “I’d delight in seeing that same ingenuity, that same ferocity served to the bitch who killed my children.”

      His shifting tone bewildered me. In any case, if Kato had been in the field the day we routed the gholam in Sirm, and if he was present when Cyra summoned the blood plague, then defeat had hardened him.

      So I returned his handshake. “That was then. Now we find ourselves on the same side. And no matter what, we must ensure it’s our side that prevails.”

      I knew from Kato’s iron gaze that he agreed.
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      “Saint fucker.” That was what they’d chiseled across his cheeks in Sylgiz script — and I don’t mean his face.

      He was a gray-bearded veteran of scores of battles, and a father of five — all daughters. He’d married them to some of the most accomplished Jotrid warriors. He was a faithful man, often found in the shrines of the city. And by all who knew him, he’d taken to his new path — that of the Children — with earnestness.

      As soon as the Jotrids found his half-flayed body hanging from a cypress, a bunch of hotheads among them broke into a Sylgiz barracks as the latter were drunk on kumis and opium. The sober Jotrids cut down fourteen Sylgiz, who could barely balance to brandish their scimitars.

      It almost brought about the end of our alliance, and it all happened overnight, whilst I dreamt. Thankfully, Pashang and Gokberk were awake, and quickly arrived to bring calm. To make things right, we would pay blood money to the aggrieved Sylgiz families, and honor the murdered Jotrid with a khagan’s burial.

      Our enemies were clever and would stoop to any depraved depth. Their hatred for my cause overcame any concern they had for Alanya or its people — that much was certain. Had a battle erupted between the Jotrids and Sylgiz whilst they were encamped in the city, it would be the people of Qandbajar who suffered most.

      And as their protector, I could not accept that.

      I was feeding the drongos in the Sand Palace’s circular central garden when one of the Jotrid pages, a beardless boy of fourteen, walked up and said, “My apologies for the disturbance. Khagan Pashang urgently requests your presence, Sultana.”

      “Tell him to come here.” I tossed sesame seeds into a bed of roses, hoping to attract the drongos atop the cypress.

      “He said that you should—”

      “My back isn’t having a good day.” I showed him my staff. “It wants to spend the day in this garden.”

      The page nodded and went to fetch my husband.

      I sat on a bench and enjoyed the morning breeze. Rose-scented water streaming from the marble fountain sweetened the air. The drongos’ chirping wasn’t a pleasant sound — I suppose it was more of a grating cacophony — but birdsong is birdsong. An assortment of red tulips sprouted amid the other flowers — Nora liked those, so perhaps she’d tossed some seeds. If only she’d done it with some thought — it ruined the color scheme, which was anything but red. The red tulips even seemed to be growing where other flowers weren’t — amid the big boulders in the corner. How peculiar.

      Ten minutes later, Pashang’s bootsteps thudded onto the marble. He walked with a heavier gait, now. Well, that was because he was heavier, with all the palace date wine going straight to his thighs and belly.

      “Heard your back is hurting again,” he said. “You should see the healer.”

      “The healer’s just going to tell me that it may or may not recover with time, and that I ought to stay in bed, and that I shouldn’t move, and that I shouldn’t stress. Basically, that I shouldn’t be Cyra.”

      “He could also give you a palliative.”

      “He can’t prescribe the palliative I need.”

      Pashang sat next to me. He’d swapped his Jotrid leathers for Seluqal silks. Since he’d gain a few pounds each week, he’d have new ones fitted often. He looked ever the prince.

      “I’ve come as the bearer of bad news.” He sighed.

      “We’re not lacking for that.”

      “Kyars has marched his gholam host into Zelthuriya. The Disciples have declared him their protector.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Which is what I said he’d do.”

      “The Council of Seven had its reasons not to heed your advice.”

      “I’m not advising the council, Pashang. I am on the council. And you were among the six who disagreed with my plan to put Zelthuriya to a quick and sudden siege, which would’ve prevented Kyars from entering.”

      “He already had his gholam occupying the oasis just outside. You know we can’t attack them head on. We’ve no match for their fast-firing guns, so we’d need them to come at us and do what we do best — rain arrows on the retreat. And lest you realize, we’re losing our grasp on this city. We’ll be under siege from within, soon enough.”

      I sighed with disgust. “And you think installing Kyars’ brother as your puppet the remedy? Are you so quick to undo everything we’ve accomplished?”

      “We can get rid of him anytime. But fuck if I know how to close that godforsaken dam. A third of the city is under water. Thugs have overrun another third. And the remaining third is bereft and starving.”

      “I know. But you’re stuck staring at mounds of sand, while I’m crying for you to behold the mountains in our midst. We have to take Zelthuriya. Kevah made clear his disdain for peace.”

      Pashang kicked a stone near his feet. It clattered into a bush. “I don’t disagree. Aren’t you supposed to be the clever one? Isn’t it wiser to have our enemies destroy each other, rather than fighting them all at once?”

      Pashang… was right. I’d become too reliant on power to solve problems since returning to this palace, as if I were entitled to it. The Seluqals were entitled, and it’d brought their downfall. I had to avoid their path, even if it meant admitting I was wrong. “But now Kyars occupies a city defended by mountains. One that’s just a day’s ride from here. With ten thousand gholam, he can stay there forever. Build a new kingdom around it. And Mansur’s children can do the same in Merva. So can Barkam in Dorud and the Yunan coast. Alanya is shattered to pieces.”

      “But we’ve got the best piece. Is that not so? I might be arrogant, but even I can’t deny that I need help tending it.”

      He was right… again. If we were to prevail, we had to do our best tending this piece. Safeguarding something broken beyond repair wasn’t worth the blood price.

      “You’re not arrogant, Pashang. Arrogance is a blinder, and you’re seeing quite clearly. So maybe it is best we let the Seluqals kill each other. But we have to make sure they actually do it. They’re doing a pretty good job making us kill each other, after all.”

      “I’m not saying we sit back and watch, especially after last night. I’m saying we pour all the oil in the world on the flame. Kyars beheaded Mansur — his children will not forgive him for that. While they fight it out, we bring old Grand Vizier Barkam into our fold. The man ran this kingdom for twenty years. He surely knows how to close that fucking dam, or at least knows who could do it.”

      Bringing Barkam into the fold would mean Hadrith, his son, returned, too. The thought of seeing the man I’d once yearned to marry sent ants crawling through my veins.

      “All right. These are good strategies in the short term. But in the long term, we’ll still have to root Kyars out of Zelthuriya. And for that… I’m going to come up with a good idea. And once I do, I want your support in the council meeting.”

      “Cyra, I’m your husband, lest you’ve forgotten. I support you by nature, except when an idea will lead to our ruin.”

      “I promise my next one won’t. Never forget that defeating the Seluqals will begin our legacy. It’ll be the defining moment that our children’s children’s children stand upon when they look over this vast country of theirs, and proudly call themselves Padishahs.”

      Pashang let out a curious hmm. He’d come to enjoy aggrandizement.

      “And that’s just the first title of many. The Seluqals will be in our shadow, as far as history is concerned.” I put my hand on my heart. “Ours will be the reign that is remembered.”

      

      To bolster our efforts, I needed Celene to do something for me. Something only she could do. But she wasn’t in the harem, where us women continued to live undisturbed. When I asked a eunuch where she’d gone, he said, “Basil’s Cathedral.”

      So I requested a carriage. Only once I was sitting inside did I learn that part of the route was underwater.

      “So how did she get there, then?” I asked the carriage driver.

      “Maybe she swam.” A reliable young fellow, this driver. He was a Jotrid, of course, but like many of the others, had taken to wearing Alanyan cottons, which funnily enough were all spun in Kashan. The way he wrapped his maroon turban, with the top so high, was especially Alanyan. It was all on the orders of Pashang, who wanted us to seem like we belonged.

      “Is there no alternate way?”

      “There is. But it’s quite long and goes through parts of the city I would advise we avoid.”

      “This is my city. All of it. Not just the nice parts.”

      “Understood, Sultana.”

      “Let’s be off, then.” I closed the screen door.

      I had eight Jotrid riders at my front and eight Sylgiz riders at my back. Pashang and Gokberk’s best. The brutes who reigned over certain parts of the city only preyed on the weak, so they’d certainly steer clear of my well-armed escort.

      Taking this longer route would also give me a chance to see the districts. Because of the back injuries I’d sustained from Kato’s beating, I’d mostly shut myself in the palace these past two moons. I was one of the rulers of Qandbajar, now, so ought to understand its problems.

      As soon as we left the gate, the carriage jolted from a pothole. An ungodly stench of the most foul rot wafted in the air. Looking out the grated window, I grumbled at the sight of rubbish piled into what resembled a series of small, putrid hills.

      I opened the screen door and asked the driver, “Is that the palace waste?”

      “I believe so, Sultana.”

      I coughed. “Why is it not being carried out of the city?”

      “I’m afraid I’m not the one to ask.”

      How the palace servants discarded rubbish seemed an almost trite matter, one far below my gaze. But if it continued to pile like this, its stench would carry to the Sand Palace. Also, esteemed viziers used to live on this street, and I couldn’t imagine them suffering such rot.

      We rolled onward. The area surrounding the western side of the Glass District was underwater. The tops of stone hovels poked out of a brackish, stilted lake. Heaps of rubbish crowded the Glass District itself, the glass walls of the houses caked in dust.

      It was all such a sorry sight. How could people living in this squalor earn money? And if they couldn’t earn money, how could we collect taxes from them? It was simple arithmetic that would doom our rule. And I couldn’t call on the stars to save me from that.

      Or could I?

      “Stop,” I told the driver.

      I stared up at a familiar building, just beyond the glass statue of Saint Nora. I’d once sought refuge in that apartment. I’d once sat on that balcony, with its plain cypress-wood railing. But Eshe wasn’t there anymore, so what did it matter?

      He’d departed the city some time ago. I knew not where he’d gone, but it had something to do with finding a cure for the blood plague. When I heard he’d left, Qandbajar felt even less like the home I knew. Each day, the dream of home seemed more distant, and even now, I wasn’t sure what was true: had home left me, or had I left it? Would I ever feel like I belonged here? Or was I simply imposing my sadness on everyone?

      “Onward,” I said.

      We passed by the grand bazaar pyramid. It was now known to be the headquarters of some gang. We sent soldiers to clear it out, but as soon as our forces left, the thugs came back. Laughter Square, meanwhile, remained empty. Almost ghostly, covered in sand and dust.

      A shout pierced the air, somewhere nearby.

      “Stop,” I ordered the driver.

      I squinted to see two Sylgiz warriors dragging a finely-dressed man across the street, from one alley into another.

      I grabbed my staff, opened the door, and got out.

      “Sultana?” the driver said.

      I ignored him and hobbled toward the alley. Mud drenched my sandals. My escorts dismounted and came to my front and back.

      I peeked into the alley to see the two Sylgiz youths holding an Abyad man against the wall of a stone building.

      “What’s all this?” I said.

      I recognized these Sylgiz: the sons of one of my distant cousins. Couldn’t remember their names, though. Both were tall and muscled; the middle-aged Abyad was fortunate he could still open his eyes amid the lumps they’d bashed around them.

      “Sultana,” one of them said. “This Abyad wretch raised his prices, again. When we politely asked him to be reasonable, he called us sons of a whore and a wolf, and told us to go begging in the Waste where we belong.”

      I looked at the Abyad, who obviously regretted his words, given that his tongue was bleeding. “Did you say those things?”

      After hesitating, he nodded.

      “What do you even sell?”

      “He sells salt, Sultana,” the other Sylgiz brother said.

      That was hard to come by these days. We had no control of any coast, and so salt had to be brought from the cities near the Yunan Sea or the Sea of Kashan — all under Grand Vizier Barkam’s control. And since learning about our conquest of Qandbajar, he’d declared the permits of Sylgiz and Jotrid traders void, which meant we had to buy from the Abyads, whose permits remained valid.

      “Leave him alone,” I ordered. “You’re not to disturb any traders in this city.”

      Blood flowed out of the Abyad man’s mouth and dripped onto the collar of his white caftan. Still, he managed, “May Lat bless you, Sultana.”

      “I want to meet with the grand sheikh of your confederation of tribes,” I said. “Tell him to come to the Sand Palace, at once.”

      He clutched his bloated lips and nodded. “I will do as you ask.”

      “You will make certain he comes. If I don’t see him within the week, I’ll void all your permits, and no Abyad will be allowed to earn a single dinar in this city or its environs.” I handed the man a silk cloth.

      He dabbed his wounds. “He will come, Sultana.”

      I turned to the Sylgiz brothers. “This is not how we do justice here. Not in my city. When you’re in these walls, you will not act like you do outside. Is that understood?”

      They both nodded. “As you wish, Sultana.”

      I recalled my own mother scolding Cihan in the same manner. But as soon as she turned her back, Cihan would be at his antics again. I suspected it would be the same with the unruly Sylgiz and Jotrids, who were used to pillaging to answer their grumbling stomachs and wounded prides.

      Ultimately, this disorder was my own failure. I could not provide a prosperous home, and so everyone within had turned on each other. If I could not make the Pearl of Cities shimmer again, I doubted I’d be ruling it for long.

      I returned to my carriage, and we continued on our way. We passed by several shrines, each with their ornamented domes and archway-lined entrances. Only a few worshippers occupied the spaces that were once full. They were Path of the Children, assuredly, since there weren’t any houses of worship left in Qandbajar where one could venerate the saints. Those who still kept to the Path of the Saints would have to worship at home. Not that they had homes — I’d made it policy to seize all property and land from any who called Chisti “Saint” instead of “Father”. But I did not torture anyone, as the rumors claimed.

      Finally, we arrived at Basil’s Cathedral. Its spires were perhaps the cleanest thing in the city. Daily, it seemed the bishop who tended it would send his flock to wipe the stained-glass windows and exterior, and so it continued to gleam despite the despairing state of everything around it.

      The faint harmony of Ethosian hymns breezed into the street. Rather soothing to the ear, though it bubbled an anxiousness in me. From the example of Marot, I knew that the angels these people loved were neither imagined nor benign.

      The inside was bursting with worshippers. It surprised me to see barely any standing or sitting space left. As my Jotrids and I stepped through, the choristers quieted, and the congregation buzzed. They stared at us from their pews.

      I trod to the front, my staff thudding on the stone floor. Celene sat in the foremost pew, facing the metal statue of the Archangel and its many wings and hands. I shuddered at the memory of the last time I’d been here, when Eshe and I confronted Marot, and how we’d watched his limbs grow to fill the lanes between the pews.

      “How ever did you manage to get here?” I asked Celene.

      “I know a shortcut.” She tightened her posture. The black frock she wore, its harsh wool sticking out like thorns, seemed brutally uncomfortable.

      “You can’t just leave the palace without permission.”

      “My apologies, Sultana. But today is a special day for Ethosians in this country.”

      “Is it?” I glanced around at the congregation. The bishop stood in the corner in a milky robe with sunshine trim. He was careful to avert his gaze, obviously aware of my stature.

      Still, I felt somewhat guilty to be interrupting something important. “How long must you stay here?”

      “A few more hours. But if it pleases you, Sultana, I’ll return with you this very moment.”

      Faith was everything to this girl, and I did not want to be the tyrant in her still-innocent eyes.

      “I wouldn’t do that to you. Best you spend time among your cloth. In truth, I’d like to observe.”

      I hobbled over to the bishop and said, “My apologies for the rude interruption. Please continue your service.”

      I sat next to Celene. After twenty minutes of choir hymning, the bishop performed a brief sermon, enjoining his flock to faith and good deeds — the same banal nonsense that the sheikhs would enjoin us toward. Then the choristers went about handing out Alanyan jelly sweets on a copper plate. That raised my eyebrows, considering jelly sweets had gotten so expensive we barely served them in the Sand Palace. After, everyone put their hands on their hearts and shook hands or hugged those next to them. People went around the cathedral conversing with each other, as jovial as I’d seen anyone in this city since Tamaz’s death.

      “What’s this special day called?” I asked Celene as we stood near the altar, smiling at all who passed by.

      “Promise Day. It is the day Imperator Basil the Breaker conquered this city, Sultana.”

      “Who?”

      “You would know him as Basil the Banished.”

      I recalled a rather fanciful story told by the Philosopher who’d tutored me during my formative years in the Sand Palace. “Didn’t he disappear, or something?”

      “He did. But the Eastern Ethosians believe that he ascended to heaven, and will return before the End of Epochs. They still revere him as the Opener.”

      “Oh. So that’s why they named this cathedral after him.”

      “He set the foundation of this cathedral, Sultana.”

      I had a feeling that Celene rather liked calling me “Sultana”. Perhaps it was the way she said it, her voice heightening in pitch and quavering on the first syllable.

      “That’s all well and good,” I said. “But you’re no Eastern Ethosian. I mean, you’re Imperator Josias’ daughter, after all.”

      “I have had a… change of heart. I believe these easterners to be upon the true path.”

      Had she really had a change of heart? Or was she like me, forcing her own heart to change?

      “How did that come about?”

      “As you may know, the Eastern Ethosians revere Marot as the Archangel’s right hand, instead of Cessiel. After what we experienced, I believe that to be correct.”

      True, Marot had shown his power in the desert. But then Lat herself annihilated him with a spark of light, before being annihilated herself by Hawwa’s hand.

      “You were there, Celene. You witnessed Marot die.”

      “We cannot believe our eyes, Sultana. They are oft used to test our faith.”

      She was as willfully blind as Kevah. Ugh. I understood the appeal of faith, but disbelieving in your own eyes? Our experiences were all we had.

      “So you’ve changed your sect,” I said. “That’s fine. I did the same — more than once, in fact. Nothing wrong with it. I just hope it doesn’t estrange you from your father.”

      “Why would that concern you?”

      “Because I need you to convince him to conquer the cities on the Yunan coast.”

      She let out a heavy breath. “Oh… so that’s why you wanted to see me.”

      “You haven’t written him yet, have you?”

      Celene shook her head, eyes downcast.

      “Why not? He’s your father.”

      “What would I say to him? I fear he may not understand my purpose.”

      “Your purpose as Marot’s chosen?”

      Celene looked into my eyes. She still had such an innocent smile. It was rather disarming. “Marot told me to serve you, Sultana. If you want me to write a letter to my father, of course I will. Just tell me what you want me to say.”

      Her servility was starting to remind me of Vera. But it had a completely different root. She was cemented to me by her faith, and so long as that commandment didn’t change, I could trust her.

      “Pull at his heartstrings. Only you’d know how to do that. Insist that I’m his ally. Do you know what it is your father wants?”

      “You mean politically?”

      I nodded.

      “I know my father was badly weakened after Murad and Kyars defeated the Crucian army at the Syr Darya. But I don’t know what his position at court would be. I assume he needs some sort of triumph to keep being Imperator of Holy Crucis.”

      “We’ll give him a win. Barkam controls the coastal cities from his seat in Dorud, but with a threadbare force. The walls and forts are crumbling from neglect. I’m certain your father could take every city on the coast, just as pirates did only recently.”

      “But aren’t those cities part of Alanya?”

      “Alanya. Does it even exist anymore?” I rolled my eyes. I’d been doing that a lot. “We intend to make Barkam an offer. But when we do, I want him to be on his knees. I want him to have no other recourse.”

      “I see. But I imagine there could be a problem.”

      “What problem?”

      “To get to the cities on the Yunan Sea coast, he’d need to sail past Ejaz. Would he go unnoticed by Redbeard’s fleet? Sirm is the mightiest power on the sea, after all.”

      I sighed with annoyance. I’d forgotten about Redbeard. In fact, I’d hardly paid a thought to Sirm. That was a poor blind spot to have, considering how badly they could trample my plans.

      The bishop came to my front. I didn’t know how to greet him, so just put my hand on my heart. He did the same with a courteous smile. I told him the cathedral was lovely, and praised him for maintaining its beauty. Then he went on his way.

      “We’ll figure out a way to deal with Redbeard and Sirm,” I said to Celene. “For now, just reach out to your father. He hasn’t responded to our requests for weapons, but I can’t imagine he’d ignore his only child. And right now, the brutal truth is we need any ally we can get.”

      “I understand, Sultana. I’ll do whatever you ask. Please know you can count on me.”

      She was so cloying. If she lost a bit more weight, she really would look and sound just like Vera. They both had similar tawny hair and fair skin, though Celene had much firmer cheekbones and a rather prominent jawline compared to Vera’s softer features. In any case, I needed all the loyalty I could afford, and Celene’s came without cost, which I appreciated.

      

      On the carriage ride back to the Sand Palace, with Celene sitting across from me, I thought about Kevah. The man was no fool, as much as I wished he was. He was a Sirmian. He was friends with Shah Murad and other powerful men in Sirm, Redbeard included. It was obvious he’d use his connections against me.

      Every time I glanced at Celene, I’d catch her staring. Then she’d dart her eyes away, a bit too slowly. She revered me, didn’t she? And I was comfortable using her reverence for my own ends. And I was comfortable being comfortable using others — realizing this is what made me uncomfortable.

      “I haven’t really gotten to know you,” I said. “Things have been such a whirlwind.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “You and Zedra and the red-haired Sirmian princess… you lot seemed awfully knitted to each other.”

      She bit at a dry flake on her bottom lip. “It’s true. Zedra promised to send me home. And Sadie was always kind to me, always looking out for me.”

      “Murad’s daughter could convince him to align against us. But if she has a soft spot for you… well, maybe we could use that.”

      “Do you mean to harm her?”

      “Would you despise me if I did? She’s been in my way this whole time.”

      Celene tensed, then shook her head with the barest of movement. “They tell a story about one of our apostles. The Apostle Benth. The Archangel inspired him to travel a thousand miles through hills of ice. At the shore of a frozen river, he found a small village. And in that small village was a family, who though they themselves struggled to survive, sheltered him, as it was their custom to give shelter to all travelers. One day, the Archangel inspired Benth to slit the throat of their youngest child, who had not even come of walking age.”

      “Stop.” I gave her a bored sigh. “I know how this story ends. The child was going to grow up to be a tyrant, correct?”

      Celene nodded. “The Archangel wanted to save the land from that tyrant, so had Benth slay him in his crib. How did you know?”

      “We have a similar story in our tradition. Tell me, how did the family take it?”

      “When Benth told them the divine reason for it, they were joyous. They proclaimed their faith in the Archangel, then and there, and became among his most ardent followers.”

      “Of course they did.” I wanted to shake my head with disgust, but that would be too offensive. “So do you imagine yourself like Benth, then? Would you kill a baby in her crib if I ordered it?”

      Celene grimaced. “I...”

      Pashang, my own husband, would not blink at killing a baby in her crib if it advanced our cause. Doubtless he’d do it with some thrill, too.

      Drenched in dread, I yearned to pluck at a fairer topic. “What does your faith say of mercy?”

      “Mercy is everything to us Ethosians. One of the Twelve, Cessiel, is said to be an incarnation of the Archangel’s love for mankind. He ordered her to spread mercy throughout the earth, wheresoever she walked.”

      “Father Chisti said that Lat bestows mercy to the merciful. His daughter even described him as a mercy to mankind.” I recalled as much from Wafiq’s sermons on the true histories and sayings of Father Chisti and the Children. They were a more complicated tribe than I’d realized. They made difficult decisions, though always hastened to what they believed to be right. “But I tell you, Celene, there’s too much blood that needs shedding to ever speak of mercy. I don’t know how Tamaz did it. Sometimes, I miss the days when I’d traipse about this city without a care. I never wanted this much weight on my shoulders.”

      She gave me a kind smile. Something I’d not seen on anyone in some time. “You can tell me, Sultana. I’ll do my best to ease that weight. I’ll carry what I can, as my own mercy toward you.”

      “You’ve made that quite clear. But in a way, that only makes it worse.”

      “Why?”

      “Can I not have one friend who isn’t bought, whether with gold or fear or faith?” I sighed, annoyed with my own honesty. “Sorry… I shouldn’t complain.”

      “It’s fine. I understand. I’m a princess. I know all about that. For people like us, there’s no such thing as true friendship.”

      “You’re too young to be so cynical.”

      “So are you.”

      “That’s true. And I hate it.”

      She hesitated, then said, “I’ll be your friend.”

      “You can’t be my friend. You’re bound to me because you think an angel ordered it. You think serving me will buy you a villa in Paradise.”

      Our carriage jolted over a pothole. My already bruised back flared. I did my best to ignore it, though there was no stopping the pain from souring my mood.

      “But I can still be your friend. You were taken from your home, just as I was. You were forced to make a new life here, just as I was. Maybe I feel this way because we’re not so different.”

      “And what way do you feel?”

      She bit deeper into her dry lips. “I just want to be your friend. Do you not think me your equal?”

      “It’s a bit difficult when all you do is bow to my every whim.”

      “Even so…” Celene’s voice quavered. “I am still the daughter of Imperator Josias, and granddaughter of Imperator Heraclius. I have not forgotten that. My blood has served the Holy Imperium since its founding, almost a thousand years ago.”

      It relieved me to know she still had pride. I crossed my arms and smiled. “I think I descend from Temur. Or maybe I descend from a sheepherder. No way to know when it comes to blood.”

      Ancestry books were forged all the time because blood mattered so much to so many. And to bolster our cause, I could not ignore the importance of those whose legitimacy was built on their descent from greater men.

      

      As soon as our carriage arrived at the Sand Palace, Celene went to her room to write the missive to her father. Meanwhile, I visited Wafiq in the small office he kept near the great hall.

      Ah, Wafiq. A man I did not yet know what to make of. He seemed utterly sincere in his holy mission to restore the Path of the Children, but could the office of one so sincere be so close to the throne?

      The aging man was sitting on the floor and writing on parchment. He gave me a polite smile and bade me to sit on a coarse pillow.

      “How is your back, Sultana?” Such a syrupy voice. No wonder everyone loved his sermons. A joy for the ears to hear him talk — about anything. He could pontificate about his leather socks and I’d listen. In fact, it reminded me of Khizr Khaz, whose voice was softer than a feather, yet boomed like a waterfall.

      “It hurts,” I said.

      “One of the Twelve Children, Sayt, once said that Lat only inflicts pain on those she seeks to purify.”

      “How comforting.” I gestured to his parchment. “Are you recording more of their sayings?”

      “Of course. I must put the books of Chisti’s Children to paper. I must play my part in restoring truth to this earthly plane, lest it lose all hope of being blessed.”

      “On that subject, we have a problem. To be frank, we are failing in our role as shepherds of this city. I’ve just been out on the streets, and it’s chaos.” I waved my hands in a chaotic manner. “Sadly, there’s only one place in the entire city that seems in proper order.”

      “And where would that be?”

      “The Ethosian cathedral. Their faith keeps them together.” I mimed tightening a rope. “Would that our faith in the Children do the same. But it seems we’ve only managed to sow more discord.”

      Wafiq nodded, then whisked a hand through his shallow, gray beard. “You speak the plain truth. I tell myself that these are but growing pains. That we’ll soon enough turn this city into a bastion for the true path. But merely wishing it will not bring it about.”

      “Agreed. When the Path of the Saints ruled this city, most people were part of an order. Being in these orders gave them a place to go, a place where they could learn and be part of a brotherhood or sisterhood. Only the ardent venture into the shrines, now. We need everyone going, lest they expend their energies in more destructive pursuits.” Like toppling me.

      “Our path is not so diffuse. It is more… centralized. There cannot be dozens of different orders beholden to this sheikh or that, this saint or that. Our teachings are all part of a single tree. Divine guidance comes from the Children alone.”

      “Well the Ethosians are similar, aren’t they? They have their bishop. We could follow their model. Point is, we need some sort of structure. Something for people to cling to when times are as toilsome as this.”

      “The books of the Children do not speak of any structure, I’m afraid. When they were alive, there was no question of who to turn to.”

      “But they’re not alive. So it falls on us, as their heirs, to create something that works.”

      Wafiq rubbed his eyes. “That would be an innovation. And in matters of innovation, we must tread carefully, lest we infringe upon the spirit and substance of our path.”

      “Wafiq…” I softened my tone to that of silk. “You are already our sheikh.”

      “I do not claim to be.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you claim. You’re our teacher. Sitting here and writing your books is time well spent. Giving sermons in the palace is also time well spent. But someone must speak directly to the people outside these walls. Someone has to reassure them and provide guidance. If we don’t, then be certain that the saint worshippers will. And no matter how many bullets we fire, we’ll still lose.”

      “I cannot be a sheikh. I cannot be a mufti. These are not titles bestowed by the Children.”

      Often, men will refuse power when first offered. But later, after making a show of their sincerity, they’ll oh-so reluctantly accept. But I did not sense this nature in Wafiq. No, from the quavering in his voice, he seemed truly terrified of infringing upon the Children’s teachings.

      They weren’t about to crawl out of their graves and punish us, so I didn’t share this fear.

      “Someone has to be something, Wafiq. Are there no true descendants of the Children left?”

      “There are those who claim to be, but they always fail to prove it.”

      “How would one even go about proving it?”

      “Ancestry books.”

      “But those can be forged.”

      He sighed with some frustration. This path I’d now wedded myself to had a lot of holes, it seemed. The Path of the Saints was far better paved. No wonder it had prevailed hundreds of years ago. We had to do better than merely clinging to the ideas of Chisti’s dead children. Like Zedra, they’d lost for a good reason: they simply weren’t practical.

      I asked, “When the Padishah of the Final Hour comes, how will we know he is whom he claims to be?”

      Wafiq looked up at me, solidity in his dark eyes. “We will know because there is a way to prove, without doubt, that someone is descended from Chisti.”

      This surprised me. My back began to throb. “How?”

      “All Chisti’s Children have Chisti’s blood in them. A bloodwriter would be able to taste this. And even without a bloodwriter, it is well known by all that this flavor of blood cannot mix with soil without awful consequences.”

      Ugh. That wouldn’t help me; I had conqueror’s blood. The ancestry book idea was a better one, since I could forge myself a new lineage. Tie myself to the Children. Create an impossible-to-defy ancestry for myself.

      “I was good friends with a bloodwriter named Eshe, so I know quite a lot about the various flavors of blood, and even some of the different magical runes you can write with them.” I wasn’t about to tell Wafiq that I had conqueror’s blood flowing through my veins. “Anyway, that’s all beside the point.”

      “Nevertheless, you’ve given me a lot to think about.” Wafiq once again began writing on his parchment. His style was perfect, as if formed by a printing press. “I’m afraid my eyes tire in candlelight. If you don’t mind, I’d like to finish this chapter before the sunset prayer.”

      

      With this tiresome day nearly done, I descended to the treasury. Tamaz only allowed his closest confidantes in here, so it was a thrill to step through the determined steel doors. White marble formed the floor, walls, and ceiling, though it was unfortunate to see so much more white than gold.

      I lit the lanterns to get a proper look: a bereft room, aside from several horsehide sacks of gold dinars, all with the Seluqal simurgh shimmering on them. We could melt them and mint our own coins, but the vizier who ran the mint had fled, and I didn’t trust anyone in our two tribes with such a vital task. Besides, we hadn’t even identified a unifying symbol to put on our coinage — something that referred to our tribes and the Children.

      What else was here? Well, an ambassador from Abistra arrived a few weeks after we’d captured the city, and even though his treasures were meant for Tamaz, we took them. So here sat a porcelain water-clock with preciously tiny internal parts and a rather horrid-looking thing that resembled a man-sized doll called an automaton — though it never seemed to move on its own, as the ambassador had claimed. We’d raided caravans near Merva and Dorud and carried away various valuable knick-knacks — my favorites being a saucer inlaid with rubies, and a gold scepter sporting a pure emerald at the top — so those were scattered about.

      At the far wall stood something I’d not seen before: a massive mirror, about twice my height. I fingered the orange jewel on the rim; what was it even called? It resembled a diamond, cut to glimmer.

      The glass itself was pristine. Clear beyond belief. It was almost as if I could reach out and touch my mirrored self.

      I stared at the creases on my forehead and closed my eyes. I saw Kevah standing in that tent. I saw the hatred in his glare. It had been difficult to assure my forty riders that he wouldn’t hurt me, and they almost refused to stay out of sight. And truly, if Kevah had tried to cut my throat, he might’ve succeeded before my guards came forward.

      Even my starwriting powers couldn’t have saved me. After all, it doesn’t work when I’m alone. The Blood Star loved the Morning Star, and so I needed a willing partner to write on the stars, as Marot had made plain. And this partner had to be someone who loved me. I wondered, now, if there was anyone left who did.

      Pashang… since coming to the palace, I’d seen him with other women. It didn’t bother me. But maybe I ought to be bothered. He’d felt love for me before because of a childish infatuation, but now that we were married, surely he’d begun to digest the reality of what I was. And I doubted very much that my reality was as good as whatever he’d imagined in his mind, all those years we were apart.

      One day — and perhaps that day had already come — he’d stop loving me, too. Just like Eshe had, when he realized how base and self-serving I was. Then I’d be alone.

      Then I’d be powerless again.

      I went back to the steel door and pushed it shut, extinguishing much of the light in the room, save for the flames flickering in the corner lanterns.

      I returned to the mirror and stared at myself. I removed my eyepatch, revealing my oil-black, star-seeing eye. I slipped out of my robe, and pulled off my brocade till I was perhaps the first naked woman to ever stand in this treasure room.

      Sweat from a toilsome day clung to my skin. How ghastly I was. My injuries from Kato’s beating hadn’t fully healed, so I couldn’t even stand straight. That combined with this strange eye and the bloodrunes of trees and triangles Eshe had drawn around my neck and chest to save my life… I was hideous.

      But even hideous people can win others over with their inner selves. Inside, I was ambitious, deceitful, self-absorbed, and base. My inside was as impossible to love as my outside.

      Digesting that, it was difficult not to cry amid all this white and gold.
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      It was not often that I stared at my nude self in the mirror. But I had to admit that physically I looked good. Forever young thanks to the magus mask. Muscled in the right places. No wonder the sheikhas would steal glances.

      But the problem was my eyes: two vacant orbs. Did a soul still dwell in there? Or was something else animating me? Was it terror, simmering deep within, that clouded my soul spark?

      It wasn’t long before steam obscured the mirror glass, relieving me from my self-assessment. I resumed scrubbing my arms with lye and rose. Then I sat on a stone bench amid the steam and gave attention to what ached my mind.

      Today was a rare chance to heal the strife between Kyars and Mansur’s children. Healing oft requires compromise, so there would be much of that. Hopefully more from their side, as thanks to my design, we now held a mighty card: Holy Zelthuriya itself.

      “Wish you could see me now, Melodi. So long as I’ve got life in my bones, I will save this kingdom, like I did Sirm — twice.”

      Easy to say that — harder to believe it. But someone had to keep believing. Someone had to bite on to hope. While Sadie was as despondent as ever, and Kyars distracted by his own weaknesses, I had to be unwavering. Not just for them, but for all in this land.

      It was a hard thing. Though I couldn’t let it surface, my heart had never stopped stirring in poison from all I’d lost. Bitterness was baked into me. And like Sadie, a part of me yearned to run away. This was not even my country. But this was my holy city. How could I let Cyra seize it? How could I call myself a worshipper of Lat if I allowed Hawwa’s despicable tool to destroy the shrines of our saints?

      I’d made a promise to serve Lat when she resurrected Sadie, and I was going to keep it. No matter what, I would protect Sadie, too. I would restore Kyars to the seat of this kingdom because he would rule in Lat’s name, in accordance with the Path of the Saints, as all Seluqals had. These were my holy tasks, and no matter how heavy, I would bear them. Because that’s what true men do. That’s what janissaries do. And in my bones, I was, and would always be, a janissary, taught by Tengis, my father, to stand for virtue and never cower.

      There were times in my life when I’d been weak. When I’d let myself go with the wind. This would not be one. A mighty challenge had appeared like a mountain in our midst, but I was ready to scale it. I’d be first to the top, leading the charge. And if doubts bit at my heels so I could no longer climb, then Kinn could carry me up the fucking mountain.

      Speaking of Kinn, I only just noticed him staring at me through the thick steam. The rainbow bird stood on the tile, his human head tilted.

      “I see you, chicken.”

      He waddled over and plopped next to me. “He’s here.”

      “Who?”

      “Mansur’s eldest. He arrived this morning disguised as a sheepherder.”

      “Hurran?” I scratched my oiled beard. “Why would he do that?”

      “To get an honest lay of the city, most likely.” Kinn sighed like a eunuch I once knew. “Not only must I spy for you and carry you around, but now it seems I have to think for you, as well.”

      “I’ve got too much on my mind — so yes, your thinking is appreciated. Where is Hurran right now?”

      “At a nearby coffee house.”

      I dried, got dressed, and followed Kinn to this coffee house, which was on the second floor of a yellow dome built upon a slight hill. Not much bustle at this early hour. Barely any patrons sitting on the bright pillows around the crafted floor tables. No oud or sitar player to settle the mind, just the same drongo song as everywhere else.

      Kinn pointed his wing at Hurran. The man was lanky and soft-featured. Disarming, light-brown hair. Slumped posture. He wore a beige caftan, like an Abyad sheepherder, though from his pale skin, you’d sooner think he’d walked out of the grave than any sunlit pasture. I wouldn’t call him handsome, but he was smiling impishly at the serving girl, and it made him all the rosier.

      I sat on the crimson pillow across from him. Not a hint of surprise showed in his woody eyes, which were the color of dehydrated birch.

      “You look like a Ruthenian.” He took a deep puff of his hookah, bubbling the water. “Which I’m guessing means you’re Magus Kevah. Pleasure to meet you on this most bright morning.”

      “You look like a man who’s been locked in a cell for six years.”

      “I feel like one, too. An absolute wonder, to be free.” Hurran blew out smoke to the side. Apricot scent. A flavor that tried too hard to be sweet. “Never thought I’d see this city again, to be honest. It really does seem holy.”

      His sister and brother had freed him after Mansur’s beheading. They’d never agreed with their father’s decision to punish him. But given what the man had done to be jailed by his own father, I knew not to take him lightly.

      The hint of a glower appeared on his face. “I came here dressed like a common sheepherder so folks wouldn’t look at me like you are right now. For once, I’d like to be seen as if I weren’t carrying a giant jinn on my shoulders.”

      “Apologies. We all deserve second chances, so long as we’re remorseful. And yet, it’s oft impossible to change how people see you.”

      “Nothing is impossible.”

      “On that we agree.”

      “I didn’t enjoy it, you know. I still hear the screams. I begged for forgiveness each day I was in irons.” That last part sounded so rehearsed.

      “How did they scream with their throats cut?”

      He took another puff — even bubblier, this time. “I didn’t cut all their throats. Just the men and women. The children died in the fire, so they had plenty of time to scream.”

      “You gave those of age more mercy than you did the children.”

      “I’d have had to look right into their eyes as I did it, and that proved difficult. Fire doesn’t feel, though.”

      “You’re hogging the pipe.”

      Hurran chuckled in surprise. “My decayed manners… who knew a magus smoked?”

      I took a puff of the apricot scent. As obnoxiously tangy as I’d expected, bereft of the sourness I craved. Still, I let it rest in my lungs before blowing it out. “So what do you think of Zelthuriya?”

      “I think it’s impossible to get Kyars out of it. Besides, war is the last thing a man just free of the dungeon wants. I’ll try to enjoin Esme and Shakur to calm themselves. They’ve been banging the drums ever since news arrived of our father’s brutal beheading.”

      “You don’t miss your father as much?”

      “I miss him more than they. He never visited me whilst I was locked away, you know. Not once. And Kyars cut off my last chance to say ‘sorry for disappointing you.’”

      I took another lingering puff, then handed the pipe back. “You want to know what I think?”

      “About?”

      “About what you did.”

      He shrugged and squirmed. But I was going to tell him, even if it made him uncomfortable.

      “Mansur was a fool to give that family refuge in Merva, mere months after they tried to overthrow the Shah of Kashan. He’s not a kind man, Shah Babur. He would’ve sent a storm of elephants. He would’ve had them crush your entire city, just to rid the world of the one family with enough prestige to challenge his rule — and to punish those who dared harbor his enemies. You saved a lot of lives by murdering them.”

      “Does that make it right?”

      “Leave that to Lat, I say.” I got up. “Enjoy your morning, sheepherder.”

      

      Back in the Shrine of Saint Chisti, I walked through the myriad staircases, hallways, and tunnels to where Shah Kyars stayed. Kato stood at the door in his golden chainmail, a gold-hilted matchlock strapped to his back and a golden sword hanging off his belt. He’d taken to the job of protecting Kyars as literally as possible, all while keeping his duties as commander of seven thousand gholam.

      One of those duties was to turn this shrine into a fortress in case the Jotrids and Sylgiz entered the city through some subterfuge. In truth, this was a massive complex of caves, with only a single known entrance. Kato stocked any spare room with bullets, gunpowder, arrows, swords, and spears. Gholam and hirelings from the city carried in vats of barley, couscous, and lentils, too.

      “You smell good, Magus,” Kato said. “Apricot hashish?”

      I nodded.

      “Never took you for an apricot man.” Kato knocked on Kyars’ door. “It’s Kevah to see you, Your Glory.”

      “Let him in!” Kyars shouted amid some chatter.

      Kato opened the door for me.

      Kyars had a nude woman on either side of him. I wasn’t looking intentionally, but not since I’d ridden my camel had I witnessed such generous endowments. Both had the typical Alanyan curly black hair, which was a look hard not to appreciate. As soon as they saw me, they got up and began clothing themselves. I recognized them, of course, though pretended not to. They both belonged to the Sisterhood of Saint Death, and most of the sisters in that order were exiles from the Seluqal kingdoms.

      I’d never seen anyone get dressed faster than they did. They were out of the room within a few breaths.

      “What?” Kyars said as I glared at him. “If I’m going to lose this war, I’m going to lose it having fun.”

      “Mansur’s children are already here. You should’ve bathed and dressed by now.”

      “I’m the shah. They’ll wait for me. And they’ll endure my unwashed stench, too.”

      “You do realize what’s right above us?”

      Kyars made a thoughtful face, though the answer never arrived on his tongue.

      “The Shrine of Saint Chisti,” I said. “You could do your dallying elsewhere.”

      “You mean you never fucked Sadie in these caves?”

      “Don’t use that word when talking about her. And no, not here.”

      “Here? There? What difference does it make?”

      “This is a holy place. More than that, the Disciples will be irate. And you need them. They’re the ones who declared you protector of this city. If you lose that status, what are you?”

      “I’m the Shah of Alanya. And even if my enemies kill me, I’ll die as the Shah of Alanya. Isn’t that what you said to me the other day?” Kyars stumbled to his feet, his cock dangling.

      “You need something for that hangover?” I asked.

      “Kato knows what to get me.” Kyars shouted, “Kat! The usual!”

      “At once, Your Glory,” Kato shouted back through the door.

      “In the future, don’t pursue order women,” I said. “Most come from influential families that you might not want detesting you for dishonoring their daughters.”

      “But they’re the easiest to get. My cock was an oasis for them.” He grabbed his member. “A big, swaying palm in the oas—"

      “I don’t care. I don’t know how much time you’ve spent in Zelthuriya—”

      “None, more or less. Not my kind of place.”

      He was trying to make me uncomfortable — a common tactic among Seluqals with their lessers. Shamelessness shows superiority, after all.

      But I was too experienced for such nonsense. “This is not Qandbajar. People do sin here, but they are discrete.”

      “And yet, I’ve heard you openly walk the streets with Sadie. She’s not your wife.”

      “But I don’t fuck her beneath the shrine of the holiest man to ever live.”

      “So you can use that word when referring to her, but I can’t?”

      I closed the distance between us, just as he was pulling on a loose pair of velvety pants. I loomed close enough for him to squirm. “I served Shah Jalal. I served Shah Murad. Believe me, they were bigger and better sinners than you. Sin doesn’t bother me. You know what does? Idiocy. Foolhardiness. And most of all, arrogance.”

      The door squeaked open.

      “Are you disrespecting my shah, Magus?” Kato said.

      I turned to see him holding a brass pitcher.

      “I’m instilling some sense into our shah, as is my right as his advisor.”

      “It’s fine, Kat.” Kyars stood between us, one pant leg still dangling. “Kevah is absolutely correct. This is not Qandbajar. My power here rests on different pillars. It’s best I learned not to rock them, lest the whole thing collapse. I will be more… selective and discrete in the future.”

      Nothing endeared me like a shah who admitted his wrongs; Jalal was the same.

      Kato poured the sappy, yellow juice into a brass goblet and handed it to Kyars, who downed it in one go.

      

      Half an hour later, Kyars and I seated ourselves upon the floor cushions of an unadorned meeting room beneath the Shrine of Saint Chisti. Mansur’s three adult children — Hurran, Shakur, and Esme — seated themselves opposite us. Attendants served us all mint water. Scribes from either side sat in the corners, next to the candles flickering in their niches.

      I cleared my throat and said what I’d prepared, “If we don’t make amends, Cyra will destroy us all. She has within her fingers the arcane powers of Ahriyya. We have ten thousand gholam, but it’s not enough. Alone, we’re doomed. But united, we can retake all of Alanya for the Seluqal House.”

      “Which branch of the Seluqal House?” Esme said. She was the middle of Mansur’s children. A spindly-looking woman, her graying hair mostly wrapped within a golden veil patterned with simurghs.

      “We can settle that after destroying Cyra and her unholy Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance,” I replied.

      “Or we can settle it now.” A bitter smile spread across her face. “You see, in Merva, there’s no one more hated than you, Kyars. Our father was beloved by its people. Your murder of him was an affront to their honor. An infringement upon their rights.”

      I doubted that most folks in Merva cared so much. So long as they could eat and enjoy fair weather, who governed wasn’t of much import to commoners. Those of stature would indeed feel affronted, but we were here to fix that.

      “Your father made poor choices.” It seemed Kyars had recovered from his hangover. He spoke with solidity, and in his golden brocade with jade accents, looked ever a shah. “I think you must admit that he held some blame.”

      “But he was right, was he not?” Shakur, the youngest, was a stocky fellow. He also wore his kohl thickly under his brows and sported a golden nose ring, as well as a single sapphire earring in the Kashanese style. So many adornments on an otherwise boring face. “You now admit that your slave girl’s son was not of your seed, which is what our father tried to tell you all along.”

      “Zedra deceived me,” Kyars said with some lingering pain. “But my lack of an heir doesn’t mean I’m not the Shah of Alanya.”

      “I have four sons.” Shakur said it with so much aplomb. “The eldest is almost of age. He’ll be married the day he turns twelve to a righteous woman, and he’ll be ready to produce princes. If we’re all concerned for Alanya, as the magus so rightly implores, then it’s clear which branch of our house is the sturdier.”

      “Shakur…” Kyars threaded his fingers through his neat beard. “How about this? Since you were your father’s designated heir, I’ll name you my heir until I’ve made a son.”

      “Not your own brother?” Esme said incredulously.

      “Faris would be slighted.” Kyars held up his hands. “But brothers don’t make good heirs.”

      We’d discussed this compromise. Faris was a powerless boy of fifteen. Grand Vizier Barkam held sway over him and thereby Dorud and the Yunan Sea coast — which comprised more than half of Alanya — and appointing a different heir would send a powerful message.

      “Barkam.” The name left Shakur’s mouth drenched in poison. “He will not like that.”

      “He can not-like-it all he wants.” Kyars chuckled — so easygoing. I rather liked how carefree he could seem — a serene sort of power. “I’ll even name you Grand Vizier. And to Esme, I’ll grant the title of Sultana of Sultanas, along with all the benefits and gifts that brings.”

      I glanced at Hurran, who’d been silent up till now. He’d discarded his sheepherder’s frock and now wore an egg-white caftan with a neat, rose-colored vest. Far more modest attire than his siblings, though still a respectable look.

      We’d not considered granting him favors or position since his father had disinherited him. Being in chains these past six years, he left the dungeons of Merva bereft of influence. Judging by how intensely he’d look at whoever was speaking, he was keeping involved within his own mind.

      “What’s the lie, here?” Esme rubbed her wrinkled hands. “You never liked us, Kyars, even before this whole mess with our father. You didn’t even attend my last wedding.”

      “I was in Sirm putting the fear of Lat in the Crucians,” Kyars replied with a thunderous tone. “I think of you like the big sister I never had, Esme.” He turned to Shakur. “And you… your decisiveness has always impressed me. I know my father kept you all at a distance, but if you join your cause with mine, I promise we’ll all prosper together — as the family we were meant to be. One that our grandfather, Shah Haran — may Lat’s peace be upon his soul — would have so wanted to see united and victorious.”

      Kyars was good. I’d shamed him earlier, but he had more honey on his tongue than Murad, and perhaps even Jalal. He knew how to play this game without resorting to threats, and that helped others be at ease around him.

      Hurran sat up straight and cleared his throat. “We have more soldiers than you. I counted. You only have seven thousand gholam, give or take a few hundred. Meanwhile, we have nine thousand Kashanese khazis on our payroll.”

      “How do you figure that?” I said. “Did you count every gholam in the city by hand?”

      “Not by hand. The order men guarding the southern pass keep good records, and they only recorded seven thousand gholam entering the city. I didn’t see any forces camped outside. You’re overstating your case, Kyars. I think you lost far more men in that battle against the Jotrids than you care to admit.”

      Kyars folded his arms, tensing up. “So what? My gholam wield the fastest-firing matchlocks on earth. They’re trained even better than the Sirmian janissaries. I guarantee one of my gholam could finish off five of your khazis.”

      “Kyars is right.” I hoped to bolster his case. “I’m a janissary. I would know. Only the gholam could defeat the Crucian paladins that overran Sirm.”

      Hurran snickered. “If you were that confident in your gholam, you would’ve marched them to the gates of Merva, not hide them behind mountains. You didn’t even attempt to put us under pressure.”

      “We could’ve taken your city,” Kyars replied. “In fact, I could march over and take it right now. But it would cost lives that I’d rather spend to reconquer Qandbajar.”

      “More weakness,” Hurran scoffed.

      “True… I’m not strong enough, say, to burn children alive.” Kyars locked his now fierce eyes on Hurran. “It must seem like such a defect to you.”

      Hurran darted his gaze away, without retort.

      “My brother does make a good case,” Esme said. “You haven’t displayed much in the way of strength. And we need strength in difficult times such as these.”

      Shakur turned to me. “You’re a foreigner. No ties to blood or land. What makes you so certain my cousin is right to rule Alanya? He’s not strong. He’s not clever. His leadership is not going to win us back the Pearl of Cities.”

      “How many Crucian armies have you put down?” I asked as dryly as I could.

      “A magus isn’t supposed to get involved in succession conflicts,” Shakur pressed. “But you take sides.”

      “This isn’t a succession conflict.” I sharpened my tone. “This is about defeating a woman who is a slave to Ahriyya. Who threw the bodies of our saints into dung and burned them. Who—”

      “I think we’re descending into empty rhetoric.” Esme stood, blocking the light of a corner candle and casting the room in a darker shade. “We’ll consider your offer, Kyars.” Which meant they would watch and wait.

      I stood, too. “Consider this while you’re heading home. If you don’t take this offer, I will lead the siege of Merva myself. Then we’ll see how many of your Kashanese khazis a magus is worth.”

      “Careful,” Hurran said as he rose, sporting the same impish smile from the coffee house. “You’re not the only magus on this earth.”

      

      The meeting didn’t go as hoped. Nevertheless, only fools fail to prepare for the worst outcome. Kyars took time to stew in his room, bitter at being rebuffed so plainly.

      Meanwhile, I found Sadie in the meadow she frequented, where stall vendors sold date wine in wooden mugs, each painted with a colorful fresco depicting different jinn tribes.

      A breeze had swept in, rustling the palms we sat beneath. The breezes within Zelthuriya were always stronger than the ones outside, since the passes between the mountains whisked along the wind. Sadie’s hair was already whipped up into an auburn tangle. Her amber eyes remained as wrought as my own dark ones.

      “So, then, what?” she said after I told her about the meeting. “Will they remain our enemy?”

      “They will do what is expedient, which is what I expected of them. While Kyars tempted Shakur with his offer, Esme remained resentful. Worse, Hurran proved impossible to dazzle with promise, nor intimidate with threat. Perhaps we need to put more weight on our scale. Perhaps we need a mighty ally.”

      Sadie looked deeply into me as if she sensed my meaning. “You mean—"

      “Your father. Some of your grandfather’s honor is in him, and so he may yearn to repay the victory Kyars delivered him at the Syr Darya.”

      “My father has to worry about the Crucians. About rebuilding Kostany. And there’s still the matter of Tagkalay, which is under the rule of a rebel janissary.”

      “He needs his armies and fleets closer to home, without doubt. But perhaps he could spare, let’s say, a few of his zabadar tribes.”

      “Like my tribe?”

      “Why not? They are battle hardened. They may not do well in the desert at first, but zabadar are known to adapt. We need whatever we can get.”

      Sadie sipped date wine in slow contemplation. “To be honest, the thought scares me. I’m afraid of seeing any of them again. They all watched my burial. They all let out their grief and made their peace.”

      “I know, Sadie. And I hoped that their peace would free you. I hoped you’d fly somewhere away from all the fighting that you despised. But the truth is, no matter how far we go from it, it follows us. Do you know why?”

      She shrugged, sighed, and shook her head.

      “Because it’s our shadow. We bring it with us. And until we face it, until we cast some light upon it, we’ll never be free. We stand and fight — here — at the gate of all that is holy. There’s nowhere to run — not against the Dreamer.”

      Sadie shuddered at the mention. “What even is the Dreamer?”

      “How should I know?”

      “Have you not contemplated that? Have you not asked yourself what it is you’re fighting?”

      “I don’t have time for deep contemplation.” Or rather, I didn’t have the will.

      She looked at me with a stark horror, as if she suddenly didn’t know me. “How is that possible? How can a man like you be suddenly so averse to thought? A man who constantly quotes poetry, who has memorized entire books of poetry.”

      “These days, I sit in my bed and try to recall my favorite verses. They’re no longer so easy to pluck, and sometimes I’ll remember part of a verse, but I’ll forget if Taqi was talking about flowers or fire.” I rubbed my arms as a sudden gust blew through me. “You’ve changed, too, you know. You once told me something along the lines of ‘you don’t win wars by writhing in dirt.’ But now here you sit, writhing in dirt. In fact, it’s all you do, the whole day.”

      “I didn’t realize I was fighting an evil god at the time.”

      “Is that what brings you despair? Hawwa?”

      Sadie emptied her mug of wine onto the dirt. “You still won’t admit it.”

      “Admit what?”

      “Hawwa… killed… Lat. The one who gave you your purpose, the one who brought me back to life, turned into blood like everything else. Our god is dead. You won’t admit what your own eyes so clearly beheld!”

      It was nipping at my heels, now. The doubts that Cyra had made clear bit her, too. But I refused to feel them.

      “No, Sadie. You can’t be tricked by what your eyes saw. It is but a trial.”

      “It’s no trial. Why do you think Cyra won that battle? Why did all the gholam turn into a lake of blood and flesh? Because she was willing to do what we weren’t. She was willing to kill god!”

      How could god die? It was all just words. Just words.

      “I won’t sit here and listen to this. Lat is eternal. She cannot be killed by Hawwa, or anything else.”

      “You know that’s not the case. You know it’s all a lie. Why do you persist like this?” Sadie’s breathing quickened as tears slid down her cheeks. “Maybe I have succumbed to despair. But this despair was earned. There is an entity somewhere in the sky so powerful that it killed the god we prayed to all our lives, that our ancestors devoted everything to for a thousand years. That should make any Latian despair.”

      “You were never a Latian, Sadie. You never had faith. If you did, you wouldn’t so easily give in. How many moments did I endure when I could’ve succumbed, like you are now. But I kept on fighting. And I will keep fighting.”

      It was too bitter to eat. Too bitter even for me. I’d rather a mouthful of all the apricots in the world than this.

      Sadie covered her face as a chattering family of four walked by our patch of grass, too ashamed to show even strangers her pain. How many layers of weakness would she drown in?

      “Then you will fight in ignorance,” she said without spark. “Blocking your eyes and ears to the truth. And because you’re so deaf and blind, you will lose.”

      “So be it, then.”

      “Admit the truth. Please.” Her tears gushed in two rigid streams down her cheeks. “Admit it, for my sake. So I don’t have to be so alone in accepting this pain.”

      “Why?” I downed my date wine, wishing it were ten times stronger. “How will admitting that help us? I’d become as pathetic as you.”

      I got up and left her to simmer in despair.

      

      I wanted to speak with Kyars about our next move, but he wasn’t in his room. On the way out of the shrine, in the antechamber that led into the massive hall that contained Chisti’s sepulcher, which was heavy with the serene scent of bakhoor and stirring with chanted prayers, I crossed paths with Ruhi.

      She was veiled, only her nutmeg eyes showing through a thin slit. Because she was a Disciple, I said, “Sheikha,” in respect and continued on my way. But then she called my name.

      Given that I’d barely seen her face, I’d never gotten a good read. She might as well have been a spirit, wandering these hallowed halls. I never understood why she swallowed the shame of what Eshe and his dead brother had done to her. It wasn’t her shame; it was theirs. Even now, she wore wool gloves and socks that matched the black of her veil.

      “I heard the meeting wasn’t fruitful,” she said. “A shame.”

      When I’d asked the Disciples to name Kyars Protector of the Saints and Holy Zelthuriya, Ruhi was the first to support the motion. She’d gone so far as to argue on our behalf and convince those who harbored doubts. It was obvious what drove her to do it: a hatred of Cyra.

      “Maybe you should’ve been there,” I said. “Your voice might’ve gotten through to those three.”

      “I was away, otherwise I would’ve, had you asked.”

      “Away?”

      “I was with my tribe. Did you know that Cyra has sent them, as well as all the other Abyad tribes in the area, preachers to spread her corrupt path? They even call themselves lightgivers.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me. But what do her preachers even say? What does her path even teach?”

      “It’s a path of hate.” Ruhi snickered and shook her head. “They hate us, they hate our saints. They want blood. They want to bleed our faith.”

      As Sadie had said, that hatred was mutual. Of course, as a Disciple of Chisti, it was Ruhi’s duty to defend our path from those who hated it.

      “You don’t think there’s any hope of an accord?” How total was her own hatred?

      “There’s been talk among the Disciples to be more lenient to the practices of the Path of the Children, and even to allow them to have a voice here. But I think that would just enable Cyra further.”

      I stepped to the side as a group of worshipers in white made their way through the antechamber and down the stairs, prayer beads clacking in their hands.

      “So what did the Abyad sheikhs decide?” I asked Ruhi once they’d gone.

      “Many of them rely on trade with Qandbajar to get by, so they don’t want to stir Cyra’s pot too much. Some of them are bringing home sacks of gold dinars on each trip, with how high prices for spices are over there. I wonder if we could give the Abyad tribes some alternative, to tilt them against her.”

      Zelthuriya wasn’t exactly bursting with opportunities for traders these days, since the pilgrimage routes were no longer safe, given that the Jotrids and Sylgiz had taken to raiding them. Even the route by sea was fraught, thanks to the Sargosans, who sailed in their tall galleons all the way from Yuna to cause us trouble.

      “Do the Abyad merchants ever go as far as Lyskar?” I asked. It was the closest Sirmian city to Alanya, and where I’d ventured with Sadie and her tribe after the Crucians conquered Kostany.

      “Of course. But the Sirmians don’t offer Abyad traders good terms.”

      “Sirmians are protective.” I stroked my beard and smiled, a bright idea lighting up my mind. “But that could change.”

      One thing I admired about Ruhi: she saw this whole conflict as a war with Cyra. And while my reasons for disliking Cyra weren’t precisely the same, I needed all the likeminded allies I could find.

      “Ruhi, would you like to come with me?”

      She put a hand on her hip. “Come with you where?”

      “To Sirm.”

      “Wait… where in Sirm, exactly? And when are you leaving?”

      “Kostany. Tomorrow.”

      She rubbed her elbows. “Uhh… but why would you take me?”

      “You’ve not been anywhere aside from here and Qandbajar and the sands between. Isn’t that so?”

      “I’ve been to Wahi on the Yunan coast, too. It’s where my tribe hails from. But I’ve never been as far as Sirm.”

      “Then it would do you some good. I must convince Shah Murad to aid us. I’m told I wear certain blinders, so it would help to have another keen set of ears and eyes.”

      “Wouldn’t you rather bring Sadie? She is his daughter.”

      “It’s more complicated than that, unfortunately. I’d take Aicard, but he’s not returned yet.” I’d sent Aicard on a vital mission. I hoped that he’d use his skills of persuasion to bring Shah Babur of Kashan to our side.

      “Do you know about the Falcon Festival?” Ruhi asked.

      “You folks do that every year. Is that soon?”

      Ruhi chuckled. “It’s the day after tomorrow. Whole tribes journeyed from faraway sands to partake. I can’t miss it.”

      “But — as I recall — it lasts fifteen days. We’ll be back in two days at most. Could be your only chance to see the greatest city on earth. And a whole, whole lot more.” I was really selling it now.

      She massaged her gloved knuckles, obviously nervous, which meant she must’ve felt some excitement at the idea of traveling to Kostany. Especially considering our means of travel.

      “All right. If you think I’ll be of assistance, I’ll go with you.”

      She was always so rigid and careful with her words, especially when talking to me. At first, I’d found it rather disconcerting. But now, it was a relief, almost. I knew what to expect from her. She’d been forced to attain a degree of fanaa to save herself from the pain of the bloodrunes Eshe had painted on her body, which meant she had self-control. She wielded herself, and was not wielded by her demons. That was the kind of person I needed at my side right now, not someone in the throes of her worst emotions.

      “I hope you’re not afraid of flight.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” She giggled softly.

      I’d noticed Ruhi showing emotions — the full range of them. It meant that her fanaa did not deprive her of outward shows of humanity, like it’d done to Lunara and Vaya. Of course, the magi were compelled to achieve the highest degree of fanaa to convince the jinn tribes to obey them.

      “Don’t bring much,” I said. “Kinn doesn’t like holding up a lot of weight.”

      “I don’t weigh very much. I’ll bring a change of clothes, nothing more.”

      “All right, then. Be ready by sunrise.”

      I went to the entrance of the Shrine of Saint Chisti, eager to make my own preparations. With a stream of sunshine hitting me through the giant double doors, I noticed something peculiar: growing out of the wall was a single flower.

      A red tulip.

      For some reason, the sight of it made me shudder. I pulled out my dagger and cut it off the stone it was sprouting from.

      It wilted and fell to the floor. A red liquid oozed from its stem. I bent down, picked it up, and brought it to my nose.

      It smelled like blood.
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      The grand sheikh of the Abyad tribes didn’t obey my summons. Instead, he sent his nephew, a swaggering young merchant named Subay.

      They rarely dressed gaudily, these Abyad traders. Subay wore a white caftan and simply wrapped turban that ran down to his right shoulder. Boring brown sandals, likely made of boiled leather. No kohl around his eyes nor jewelry dangling off his face.

      But I knew he was rich, or at least, speaking on behalf of someone who was. The Abyad tribes in the area were far more blessed than me and my treasury, where I’d left my tears. It was said that you could find Abyad traders even beyond the sea mists. I wanted some of the blessings they’d brought from faraway lands so I wouldn’t be so sad the next time I walked into my treasure room.

      We met in the great hall, the incense burners lit with the earthy scent of bakhoor. I sat on Tamaz’s golden divan. Well, I suppose it was mine, now. Or rather, a shared seat for Pashang, Gokberk, and me. I only wished it had a softer backrest. The emeralds and garnets jutting into my bruised back were a wonderful reminder that while power may dazzle, it’s hardly comfortable.

      I smiled as widely as I could and said, “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t rescind the permits of every single Abyad trader.”

      He must’ve expected a softer introduction. Not getting one throws them off balance.

      “You already raid our caravans. You should consider yourself fortunate that my kind still risk it and come here.” With how sharp that response was, he almost seemed ready.

      I put my hand on my heart. “I don’t raid your caravans. Those were rogues. I believe in proper law and good order — in absolute fairness — and so I cannot countenance the prices your kind are charging. How dare you enrich yourselves while the good folk of Qandbajar starve?”

      “If you don’t like our prices, you can get your spices and cloth and grain from somewhere else.”

      They’d sent him because he was the Hadrith type: bursting with confidence, at least outwardly. With his easy demeanor, he’d show me how unworried and unshakeable they were.

      “There are hundreds of thousands of people still living in Qandbajar,” I said. “It’s a benefit for you to sell to us, and it’s a benefit for us to buy from you. Simple. I’m sure we’d both be better off with a fairer and more long-lasting arrangement.”

      “Here’s an even simpler fact — there are more people outside the walls of Qandbajar than there are inside of it. We Abyads don’t like to tie ourselves down. We like to roam. And wherever we go, there are plenty of folks with generous hearts and bursting pouches of gold and silver — unlike Qandbajar and its empty bazaars.”

      He stepped closer with confidence. I noticed the henna in his beard. Just a few drops of black to patch over the holes. Father used to say you get those from worrying too much. Perhaps he’d be easier to rattle than he wanted me to believe.

      And so I had to toss a bomb at him. “Have you heard of the new market tax?” I crossed my legs and raised my chin.

      “Market tax?”

      “It’s for rebuilding Qandbajar. The higher you charge above what I say is the normal market rate, the more tax you must contribute — up to one hundred percent.”

      “Why should we pay for rebuilding Qandbajar? We didn’t harm it. You and your wolf-spawn did.”

      He was so direct and lacking respect. You ought to honey your words when speaking to the Sultana of Sultanas.

      “What I did wasn’t harm. Would you like to see what harm is?” I gestured for the thoroughly armed Jotrid standing near the door to approach.

      Subay held up his hands. “I am just a messenger.”

      “Hard to be a messenger without your ears and tongue. You may need a new vocation.”

      “Harming me is a dire sin in our faith!”

      “We don’t share a faith, I’m afraid. Not unless you call Chisti your father.”

      The Jotrid guard gripped his silver hilt, steel shrieking as he pulled his dagger from the scabbard.

      “Please, Sultana…” The Abyad dropped to his knees.

      “I wanted to speak with the grand sheikh, not his cocksure nephew. I would’ve even accepted his son, but he sent his brother’s son, likely because he wanted to spare himself the tears in the event that I became upset. I am just a brute from the Waste, after all, given to savage violence.”

      Subay pressed his forehead to the floor, as if I were his new god. “Forgive me. I did not mean to upset or insult you.” He sounded like a quavering child. How wonderful.

      I got up, stepped down the dais, and looked over his pathetic form. The Jotrid stood just behind him, dagger ready, a scowl on his face.

      “The new moon is coming,” I said. “That means the start of the Falcon Festival. I wouldn’t want to upset your family on such a blessed occasion.” With the help of my staff, I bent down so I could speak gently into his ear. “You know you’re taking advantage of our dire state — and you’re shameless about it. That is not the straight path. Truly awful consequences await those who deviate from proper belief and behavior. It is my duty to deliver those consequences.”

      Though I wanted to break my staff across his back, I let him go unharmed. Frustration reigned within me. I may be Sultana of Qandbajar, but Qandbajar could not survive on its own. I needed to expand my reach, lest it all unravel.

      

      I went to my room, lay on my bed, and opened a scroll that had just arrived from Grand Vizier Barkam.

      From His Highness Prince Faris of the Seluqal House of Alanya to Sultana Cyra of the Sylgiz…

      At least Barkam was willing to call me “Sultana”, something the Abyad from earlier didn’t do until I’d threatened to make mementos of his tongue and ears. I skimmed past the niceties and nonsense and got to the meat.

      While I am the servant of my brother, Shah Kyars of Alanya, we all must serve Lat by recognizing injustice, wherever we may find it. We recognize your grievances, as well as the harms done to you and to the Path of the Children. From all the years I have known you, I earnestly believe that you love Alanya as much as I do. I know you love our shared faith, which is like a river that divides into two bountiful streams, enriching the harvests of all who dwell near. But I cannot say the same for men like Khagan Pashang and Khagan Gokberk, whose harms upon our country and people are innumerable. This is why I must refuse your request, made on behalf of Jotrid and Sylgiz traders, to reissue permits to buy and sell in the territories under my temporary dominion, including the cities and lands of Sakand, Dorud, Karbskar, Wahi…

      I crumpled the scroll and tossed it to the side. I should’ve known he’d try to plant these seeds. When Pashang had written Barkam, it was Barkam himself who responded, and he was more practical in his appeals and arguments. But when I’d written Barkam, it was still Barkam who responded, but with Prince Faris’ voice and apparent concerns. He could play Pashang and me against each other this way.

      He was the cleverest man on earth. But he was still a man, and he had the most obvious weakness.

      So I visited Nora. It had been a while since I journeyed to the other end of the Sand Palace. I’d moved her to where Tamaz’s harem once resided, which was more or less a tower with a single hallway and some adjoining rooms. She lived there with a few attendants and her son, whom we’d renamed Kazin after one of the Children — since Seluq, who’d murdered the Children, wasn’t a name we wanted on our tongues.

      Nora’s lovely, dark eyes widened upon seeing me. The sheepish girl stood out of respect and bowed her head, as if I were a Seluqal. She’d gotten skinnier than Zedra ever was, though lucky for her, had not lost fat where Barkam’s gaze liked to linger. Now that was luck I’d never had, and as I gave her a good look up and down, I couldn’t help but swallow some jealousy at her comely form.

      “Why are your clothes torn?” I asked, pointing at the small holes in her beige shalwar.

      “Moths, I think.”

      “You know, you can always ask your attendants to bring you new clothes. Or at least patch those up. This is a palace, for Lat’s sake.”

      “A few holes don’t bother me.”

      I shook my head with disdain. Such a wasteful attitude. How many would kill to be in her place? “How is sweet Kazin, by the way?”

      “He was with fever the other evening. But Sheikh Wafiq made him a tincture, and now he is well, thank Lat.”

      “Such a relief to hear it.”

      Barkam had bought Zedra a rather extravagant, tight-fitting dress before he’d departed for the Yunan coast all those moons ago. But with how much weight she’d lost, it wouldn’t be all that tight anymore.

      “You’re not eating… dear.” I rather enjoyed talking to Nora with the same assumed superiority with which Zedra had spoken to me. “You don’t like our food? Is it not a match with the cuisine of the Vogras?”

      “I… I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “Your food is very good.”

      She resembled a mouse caught in a lion’s jaw. Was I that terrifying to her? Why? I’d never harmed her.

      “You can be at ease, Nora,” I said in my most disarming tone. “I am merely asking if something is the matter.”

      “It’s my sister… you said you would find her.”

      Oh, that. I’d not given much thought to finding her only remaining family. “We will, dear. Right now, with all the chaos, it’s a tad difficult. But with time, we’ll find her.” If she was even alive.

      “Thank you, Sultana Cyra.”

      I had not yet tested whether Nora could bloodwrite or soulshift. One thing was for certain; she could still speak every language. So if one of Marot’s gifts remained, why wouldn’t the other two?

      But I was also terrified of reminding Nora of her power, especially if I couldn’t control her. Sure, she seemed rather meek, but so did I, once.

      “I haven’t seen you out in the garden,” I said, hoping to broach a topic that would get her to open up. “Don’t you miss the flowers?”

      “I’m fine here.”

      “I think you need some fresh air. And do you always keep the rafters closed? You could do with some sunshine, as well. Your skin is ghosting like a Ruthenian.”

      She kept her shoulders tight.

      “Nora.” I put my hands on her shoulders. How strange it was to be staring at Zedra like this. “It is dreadful, your image. I won’t have it.”

      I was the one who’d put her in this dreary tower, so was well aware of the irony she might be feeling.

      “Listen,” I said. “I’m moving your quarters next to mine. And from now on, you’ll attend to me as a handmaiden, like dear Celene.”

      “Hand… maiden?”

      I nodded. “Do you know what a handmaiden is?”

      She shook her head. They really were simpletons in the Vogras.

      “Someone who will fetch my food, help me dress, and at times even be my confidante. Would you like that?”

      She hesitated. “What about my son? Who will care for him?”

      “We’ll all take care of him, together. He’s a very special little boy.” Certainly. Marot’s own child. God’s blood. So many special things about that tiny creature. “So what do you say?”

      Nora glanced to the right and left, as if staring at the invisible cage around her. Then she looked at my chin and nodded. Obviously, if she could, she’d shake her head. But I was only pretending to give her a choice, and she knew it.

      “Wonderful.” I squeezed her cold, bony shoulder. “As they say in the Sylgiz lands — you lose if you linger. I’ve got a long day ahead of me, which means you do, too.”

      

      While sitting at my supper table, with an easy candlelight going, a Sylgiz page brought me another letter. It was sealed with a wax sigil of the four eyes of the angel Cessiel, arrayed in a diamond. I used my dinner knife to break the seal, cutting the angel’s strange face in half.

      Of course, it was from the Imperator of Holy Crucis, and addressed to Princess Celene.

      I would part the sea itself to be with you again, dear daughter. Keep to your prayers and let faith balm your worries, for I am coming. More, I will not say, lest this missive fall under the gaze of the Sirmians, Sargosan schemers, Ejazi pirates, or any of my many enemies. But know that you have stirred me to action, and it has been a long stupor.

      A terse reply, but it could mean many things. Ideally, Josias would muster soldiers eager to rave through infidel lands at short notice. Taking the coastal cities from Barkam, or even the threat of it, would apply just the pressure I needed to get this kingdom’s cleverest man to come crawling to my feet, his lips well-puckered.

      And then I could use Nora as a further lure. The cane and the berry, together, would compel him to join us.

      I scooped some rice pilau into my hands, getting a lot of raisins and cardamom and a little goat. As I chewed, I thought of the man who’d doubtless do his utmost to undermine my designs.

      Kevah: handsome and mysterious on the outside, yet such a simple-minded boor in truth. Our spies had told of his failure to secure an alliance with Mansur’s children. But allying with them was not his best card. No, he’d be seeking help from mighty Sirm and even mightier Kashan, the two kingdoms on either side of us.

      Kashan was a true toss up — their kingdom’s myriad factions and hierarchies were so obscenely complicated; I recalled the painful lessons I’d endured on it all; I’d feared the Philosopher would strike me with his reed stick since I could hardly tell the difference between a sirdar and a sidi. Now I wished he’d given me a good, clean beating so I’d paid better attention. Knowing Kashan’s internal contradictions would’ve helped me undermine them.

      Still, if I were a gambler, I’d wager they’d keep out of it — unless promised a massive payout. Kevah could offer them Merva to punish Mansur’s children or to force the latter into an alliance, similar to what I was doing with Barkam.

      Sirm, also, had the power to tilt the balance in Kevah’s favor, and I couldn’t imagine the Shah of Sirm saying “no” to his most legendary janissary, his dead daughter, and the Alanyan prince who’d saved him from certain doom.

      

      After a rather laborious Council of Seven meeting the next morning, I met with Pashang in his room to discuss the matter of Sirm. I wouldn’t bring it to the others on the council, least of all Gokberk, because the gap in trust had become chasmic. I didn’t want them to know my plots; our enemies had made clear their intent to pit us against each other, and given the disdain we already held, it wouldn’t need much of a push.

      Pashang was lying down nude on silk sheets, arms over his head, his belly bloated with whatever he’d been drinking that morning. We were not the most affectionate husband and wife, but if he wanted me, I wouldn’t refuse. Though I’d been enjoying our physical intimacy less and less. Too much drink was making him limp in the worst way, and when he rode me now, he tired easily, unlike when he rode his horse.

      It made me miss how he’d been mere moons earlier, when after more than a decade of imagining how his childhood friend’s sister looked unclothed, he could finally indulge that fantasy. He’d been ravenous, gleeful, and filled with a passion I’d never felt another have for me. But the novelty wore off rather quickly, for both of us.

      “They say all sorts of things about the Sirmian zabadar.” He itched his hairy inner thigh. “I heard they like to fuck atop the corpses of their enemies, and that they have a saint famous for building a wall with the skulls and bones of Crucians he took prisoner. Aban or some such name.”

      I gave him a disdainful sigh. “They say the most tiresome nonsense.”

      “Nevertheless, those tribes are veterans of wars with Crucis going back scores of years. They pounded imperator after imperator into history’s grave. They’re every bit a match for a Jotrid or a Sylgiz.”

      “The zabadar are one thing. Then there’s the death riders. The janissaries. And even Redbeard’s fleet, by far the largest on the Yunan Sea.”

      “Aches my mind to think of it all coming for us. But what’s the alternative? Ask Murad nicely not to?”

      I leaned against the wall and watched Pashang itch his crotch.

      “Murad won’t intervene if he feels pressured at home,” I said. “They say Tagkalay, a great city in the Sirmian east, is ruled by a rebel janissary.”

      “So you want to ask these rebels to kick the cauldron over?”

      “Would they, though, just for our sake? We have little to offer someone so far away.”

      “And you can’t ask Crucis to point their cannons at Kostany. You already have their imperator sailing in hope here. Warms my heart — wherever I left it in the Deep Waste — to see a father adore his daughter so.”

      “Especially after my own father gave me to you.”

      Pashang chuckled in his brutal way. “And from that ordeal, dear wife, you should’ve learned that you can’t control everything.”

      “Is that how we won this city? By admitting to weakness?”

      “There are limits to whom we can coerce. The Sirmian shah regards us like he would a fetid rat in his neighbor’s garden. You’ll have to accept that and move what pieces we have forward in the likelihood he comes to strike us.”

      “Oh? Must I?” I bittered my tone. It was like he was challenging me. “Or how about this… we capture that rose-headed daughter of his and threaten to noose her if he takes a single step into Alanya.”

      Pashang laughed. “That might work if she was a rose-headed son.”

      “Josias wants his daughter back. So who’s to say Murad isn’t the same?”

      “Josias wants his only child back. Besides, you’ll really stir that magus’ piss if you kidnap his lover.”

      “Oh, I want to stir his piss. Let him act in anger or for love — both make fools of us all.”

      “A foolish man is a dangerous man.”

      I got on my knees and crawled closer to Pashang. His breath still stunk of some bitter brew.

      “Pashang, we need to terrify them. We can’t let them act freely in territory we claim. We are the rightful rulers of Alanya. We have to show that this claim comes with a sharp edge.” I was now ready to tell him my idea. “Are you listening?”

      Pashang sat up to face me, his expression as sincere as I’d ever seen. “Do I ever not listen to you?”

      True enough. The one compliment I could give him: he did listen, even if he disagreed.

      I lowered my voice to a whisper. “The Falcon Festival.”

      “What of it?”

      “Scores of Abyad tribes. Out in the desert. Mere miles from Zelthuriya, where our enemy resides.”

      “And?”

      I wanted him to say it. It would show me that we were on the same branch of the tree, so to speak. So I just stared at him, as fiercely as I could.

      “You want to put them to sword,” he said.

      “I want to fill our treasury with their gold. I want their women and children in chains, so even the beggars in Qandbajar have a slave. And I want to send a message to our enemies — defy us and we’ll destroy you.”

      Pashang stroked his beard joyfully. “Know what else? Maybe we lure Kyars into a trap.”

      “How so?” I asked, a gust of hope lifting my heart.

      “Like you said, the Falcon Festival is set to take place mere miles outside of Zelthuriya. He may come out to fight for them. That would force him to chase us — which is precisely when Jotrid and Sylgiz riders have the advantage over gholam and their fast-firing matchlocks.” Pashang wagged his finger and grinned. “And he has fewer men than we do — losses will be far more costly for him, weakening his position.”

      I nodded, satisfied my husband agreed with my idea, which meant he’d take my side at the council meeting to guarantee that this attack would indeed happen. It kindled something I only sometimes felt for Pashang. I almost wanted to pounce on him. But then he rolled on his side and scratched the inner folds of his ass, and it was such an unseemly sight.

      

      Celene came to my room at sunset. I sat with her on my balcony, overlooking this mess of a city. Though I couldn’t see the rubbish piled outside the walls, the putrid stench was starting to carry on the breeze. There hardly stood a building that wasn’t caked in layers of unsightly muck and sand.

      As for Celene, she was the farthest thing from unsightly. Her cheeks glowed like a bride. Since reading her father’s missive, her tone of voice had warmed, too. It pleased me to see her joyous. I still wasn’t entirely cold to another’s happiness, which was a relief.

      “Must feel good to be a treasure,” I said.

      “A treasure?”

      “Your father is willing to sail across a treacherous sea, just for you. What else could you be to him?”

      “It’s not the first time. He came for me when Micah took me.”

      “Can’t say I’m not jealous.” I’d been feeling a lot of that lately toward other women. Ironic, since I was by some distance the most powerful woman in Alanya. “I’d trade the whole kingdom to be someone’s treasure.”

      “I’m sure your husband treasures you.”

      I snickered and let out a bitter chuckle. “He treasured the idea of me.”

      I rang the little bell, and Nora came forward, her hands clasped. I’d sent her to the harem keeper to learn some proper Alanyan manners, and she was getting on.

      “Dear, fetch us some…” I glanced at Celene. “What’s your tongue craving?”

      “I’m not in the mood for drink.”

      “Already drunk on happiness.” I snickered. “Fetch us some… Sirmian barley water. Might be good to taste what fuels the enemy.”

      Celene hugged her own knees as a chill swept through. “Since when is Sirm your enemy?”

      “It’s obvious that Kevah is going to enlist their aid against us.”

      “But if my father comes, and Murad comes, then…”

      “Round two!” I chuckled. I hadn’t had anything to drink yet, but felt like I needed to let go. Let everything I’d pent up out.

      “Sirm and Crucis have been the bitterest of enemies for centuries.” Celene’s tone turned somber. “I don’t have good memories of our last war.”

      “Weren’t you… strung up in a gallows, or something?”

      Celene nodded. “The only one who was kind to me was Sadie. And perhaps Kevah. Everyone else wanted my blood so bitterly.”

      “They’re a lovely couple, aren’t they? Fighting for justice. Shame we have to kill them.”

      Nora came with the barley water. She poured some into my crystal goblet. Celene shook her head when Nora offered her.

      “You’re such a bore,” I said to Celene.

      “How can I serve you if I imbibe?”

      “Is that it? Is your sobriety only for my sake?” I showed her my most sheepish grin. “In that case, I order you to drink.”

      “Really?” She pouted adorably. “You’re going to take it that far?”

      “Only to find out if that’s really your reason.”

      Nora poured her a goblet’s worth. I raised my cup to make a toast.

      “To your father,” I said. “To Imperator Josias of Holy Crucis.”

      “To my father.”

      We both drank. I tried to appreciate the barley water, though it was utterly diffuse. How could anyone get drunk on this? Well, it did have the word water in its name, so what did I expect?

      “Weak,” I said. “So weak.”

      “What? The drink?”

      I nodded, hurriedly setting the goblet onto the floor table with a clatter.

      “The Sirmians aren’t known to be big drinkers,” Celene said. “In fact, my grandfather used to say it’s why they’re so staunch and unyielding. They have naturally sober minds.”

      “Boring fucking people. Though, to be honest, I’ve not met too many. Kevah… eh… decent enough fellow, but dull.” I snapped my fingers, catching Nora’s attention. “Fetch us rose wine, dear.”

      Date wine was getting tiresome. Pashang and I always had a pitcher whenever we met in the late evening to plot.

      Celene set her own goblet down. “May I ask… are you troubled by something, Sultana?”

      “I’m troubled by my sober mind, is what I am.” I grunted to loosen my frustration. “You know, I enjoy being called Sultana by everyone, because ever since they dragged me crying from the Waste, I yearned for all the respect I could get. But when I hear you say it, it just… it makes me feel guilty. Like I didn’t earn it.”

      “What would you prefer I call you?”

      “How about my name? You said you wanted to be my friend, so stop being so servile all the time.”

      Celene snickered. It almost made me happy to hear something other than deference from her mouth.

      Almost.

      “I knew plenty of women like you while I was growing up in Hyperion’s castles.”

      “Oh?”

      “You say you want someone to tell you the truth, but you also hate the truth. So you’ll end up hating the unlucky person you force to tell you the truth. And since you’re trying to put me in that position, there’s no way for me to win.”

      “Ugh, am I really like that? Sounds awful. Reminds me of Mirima.” Tamaz’s sister, and keeper of the harem at the time.

      Celene nodded. “You have your worst enemy, Zedra, serving you, now. And you love it. You love it. I fear what you’ll do to me if I even so much as graze your pride.”

      She was right, wasn’t she? I was as vindictive as it gets. But I once had a softer side. It was just harder to feel that part of me, now. It was that softness that Eshe had fallen for, too.

      Maybe after hearing how much he hated me, I’d finally cut that part off. I’d hardened into what I needed to be to survive and crush those who yearned to harm me. But was this new Cyra anyone worth loving?

      And if no one loved me, would I be powerless? Would I be able to write on the stars if there was no love coming from the hand I held?

      I gazed into Celene’s gentle hazel eyes. Her straight brown hair dropped serenely onto her shoulders. She seemed so unburdened, and that made me envious.

      “How is it that you’re not bitter,” I asked, “after literally being noosed by Shah Murad? After Zedra tried to sacrifice you?”

      “I have my faith. It helps me make meaning of my suffering. I don’t let my heart simmer in bitterness. Instead, I pray and trust in the Archangel.”

      “No wonder your father loves you. What a perfect child.”

      “I’m not perfect. Far from it.”

      “Really?” Maybe focusing on her wrongs would help me feel better about my own. “And what sins are you proud of?”

      “I’m not proud of my sins.”

      “Then confess them to me. What’s your worst sin?”

      “What’s yours?”

      “Why should I go first? Aren’t you serving me?”

      “I thought I was supposed to be your friend?” She reached for her goblet, again, as if excited by this game. “So tell me yours, first.”

      Nora crept in with a glass bottle of rose wine. What a mouse she was, always trying to keep small, barely a gap between her arms and chest.

      She settled it on the floor table. I mixed the rose wine with barley water, then downed a mouthful. Ah, now that was a swallow with some bite to it.

      Maybe too much bite. When I wiped my lips with my silk kerchief, the stain was far redder than I expected.

      Blood red. Unmistakably blood, since rose wine had only a pink tinge. I stared at it for a moment, my mind as perplexed as ever. I wasn’t bleeding. Vera hadn’t just bitten my lip as she was sticking her tongue in my mouth. And why was the blood… was it whispering? No, not whispering… hymning.

      We are only a trial, so do not disbelieve. How terrible the price for which you sold your sou—

      “Your worst sin?” Celene said, snapping me back to reality.

      I crumpled the silk kerchief and tossed it off the balcony. Then I rubbed my arms to contain the shudder spreading through me.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked Celene.

      “Hear what?”

      “The voice. Or rather, it was more like… a choir.”

      She shook her head.

      Perhaps I’d just imagined it. There couldn’t be hymning blood in the rose wine. That made no sense.

      “Are you trying to avoid answering the question?” Celene smirked. “I won’t let you. Tell me your worst sin.”

      “My worst sin…” I had so many by now. “Perhaps when I prayed to the distant, dark void to bring my mother and father safely back from their hunt. Or perhaps when I served that same evil by summoning the blood plague.”

      Celene chuckled as if I were joking, then took a sip of barley water. “No, you’re not serving evil, Cyra. You’re part of the Archangel’s plan. There are stories in Angelsong of unbelievers who were enemies of the faith, but the Archangel used them, even spoke through them.”

      “All right. This isn’t the road I wanted to go down. I’m sick of dwelling on gods and faiths and paths.”

      “So tell me another sin, then.”

      I put my goblet on the table and slid it across the wood, away from me. “Remember the strawberry-cheeked handmaid who used to serve me?”

      “Vera? The girl Zedra strangled?”

      “Yes, the little trollop. I rather enjoyed her. Though Zedra did give her what she’d earned.”

      “In what… way did you enjoy her?”

      “In every way I wanted. And that’s all I’m going to say about it.”

      Celene’s cheeks turned a deep shade of cherry. “Now that is a sin.”

      “You think I care? Kyars and Hadrith fucked whomever they desired. Plenty of viziers made playthings of the street boys in the Alley of Mud. So why should I be made to feel guilty?”

      “You didn’t care for that girl, though. You were just using her.”

      “And she was using me. We climbed all over each other, literally and figuratively. A fair arrangement.”

      I glanced at Nora standing near the balcony doorway. She averted her gaze a second too late to avoid my sharp glare. Zedra was known to have good ears, so I’m sure Nora was listening. What would a simple Vogras girl like her think about what I’d just admitted?

      “Nora,” I called.

      She approached, her hands clasped. “Yes, Sultana?”

      “Sit with us.”

      She tensed up, her elbows almost crossing.

      “Go on,” I said. “Go over there and sit next to Celene.”

      “As you wish, Sultana.”

      Celene shuffled to her left so Nora could sit on the lapis lazuli-colored cushion.

      “Isn’t it strange, Celene? You used to serve her.”

      Celene glanced at Nora with some hesitation. “It is strange. Blood magic is strange. And vile.”

      “Oh… so tell me your sin, then. Did you ever aid Zedra with her magic?”

      “I did. Marot forgive me.”

      “What about on my wedding day, when Zedra invaded my body and gouged out my eye?”

      Celene stared at me with trepidation. “I helped her into the closet. But I did not know what she was doing at the time.”

      “But after you learned what she was doing, you continued to help her.”

      “It was a mistake, and a sin. I confess it.” Her eyes lost their shimmer. “Do you despise me?”

      I shook my head in honesty. “You just wanted to go home, right? How can I hate you for that? It’s all I wanted at the time, too.” I turned to Nora. “Tell me, dear, do you miss your home in the Vogras?”

      Nora glanced up at me, then away. She didn’t even know whether it was appropriate to keep eye contact with her betters.

      “I do,” she said, her eyes on the handcrafted edge of the floor table.

      “You can look at me when we’re having a conversation, you know.”

      She met my eyes. “Apologies, Sultana.”

      “You’re the opposite of Zedra. How could bloodrunes have turned you into her?”

      “I don’t know. I have no memory of it.”

      “I suppose we already know your greatest sin.” I chuckled. “Being Zedra.”

      “He said…” She went quiet.

      “Who said what?” I asked. “Out with it.”

      She squirmed like the mouse she was. “He… the man in the floral cloak…”

      “Marot,” I said with venom. “His name was Marot.”

      “He said he was going to take me to where the red tulips grow. He said I could avenge my family.”

      Pashang had mentioned this after he’d experienced the last days before Nora became Zedra, thanks to that bloodrune in The Melody of Nora. I still couldn’t understand what had made him so eager to touch it.

      “The Sylgiz killed your family, isn’t that so? I am a Sylgiz. Do you want to kill me, Nora?”

      She gasped and shook her head. “Of course not, Sultana. I would never harm you.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t blame you for what happened.”

      “Maybe you do. How can I be certain?”

      Her eyes watered. Her arms trembled. “No. I don’t.” Her voice cracked like a vase. “I would never.”

      Poor thing. She’d witnessed some Sylgiz degenerates murder her grandfather and sister. They’d even threatened to rape her and sell her other sister for some carpets. She likely chewed on that moment in her mind, day and night. Of course she was terrified of me. Of anyone who could so cruelly hold a dagger to her throat.

      Nora sobbed. Celene put a gentle hand on her shoulder and said, “It’s all right. Cyra is not like those who harmed you.”

      “I’m going to bed.” I stood and gave the city one final, frustrated look. There was something rather peculiar in the distance, though.

      Sandstorms and dust oft obscured the sun and cast the city in a ruddy glow, but this sunset was unusually red. Blood red. And I could swear I sighted a cloud that seemed redder than any I’d ever seen.

      Could it be a portent of the blood plague? Was it already spreading outward from the gaping wound I’d conjured in the desert? Was it coming here? Was that why I’d tasted blood in my rose wine?

      Too much to think about. I left Nora and Celene on the balcony and made for my Abistran-silk sheets.

      

      A knock-knock on my door awoke me at an odd hour.

      “Son of an owl,” I yelled. “You’ve disturbed my dreams, so you might as well come.”

      Pashang strode in, his bedclothes too tight. “You should go to the great hall.”

      It was not often I saw that expression on him: swallowing his lips in tense expectation.

      “Why?”

      “Get dressed and go to the great hall. Words will not encompass it.”

      “I was having a peaceful dream.” I scratched my sweaty nape and got to my feet. “The one sweetness I get these days.”

      I put on a decent, azure robe with some rubies on the collar. I combed my hair, though struggled to untangle the stubborn curls. Then I walked toward the great hall, enduring the chill draft that blew through the rafters. It whispered of the desert snows that would doubtless fall in mere moons.

      A troop of Sylgiz riders stood in the great hall, wearing the customary leathers and plumed caps. Tears bubbled onto my eyelids, before I realized who I was staring at. As if some deeper part of me had reacted before my own mind.

      A slender woman in the twilight of her years, with Cihan’s brown hair and my rather large nose, stared at me from beneath the golden divan. All I could do was cry as I approached her, and I did not know whether from happiness, or pain, or too much of both.

      “Mother?” I said, as if I wasn’t entirely certain.

      “Cyra.”

      The way she said my name… only then did it truly seem real. My mother was no longer at death’s shore.

      “I wanted to ride to see you.” I felt like an elephant had trampled over me. “I prayed night and day that you’d recover.” I hadn’t really. I’d lost hope long ago. With how fate had treated me, it seemed pointless to ask for her health.

      “I was ready to return to Lat after I heard what the gholam did to my son. To Cihan,” Mother said tenderly. “But when in my dying moments I’d heard you’d avenged him, it stayed the claw of death. I heard what you did for the Sylgiz, and for the Children we revere. I swear by Lat, the stories of your deeds returned me to life.”

      My mother embraced me. Her strength and warmth flooded my muscles and poured into my bones. It all seemed too good to be true, and I feared she’d evaporate, the way tears do in the desert scorch.

      Was I still dreaming?

      I broke from our embrace and looked at her. The hard lines beneath her eyes showed age, but also conviction.

      “It is the hour of the jinn. I’m sure the Sultana of Alanya needs her rest.” She caressed my hair and smiled the warmest of smiles. “You go back to bed now, Cyra.” She said it like she would when I was eight years old and had woken from a frightful howl.

      I was as frightened as I’d been then. “No. No I will not. What if you’re not here when I wake?”

      “I’ll be here. I’ll not leave your side. Put your trust in Lat and the Children. You can count me among your lightgivers. So long as I can move even one bone, I’ll do everything to help you.” She put a comforting hand on my cheek, and for that moment, the world seemed wonderful again. “And Lat help those who stand in our way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          KEVAH

        

      

    

    
      Ruhi sat awkwardly at the far end of the rowboat that was awkwardly perched on a sand dune.

      She crossed her arms. “You’re certain we’ll be back for the Falcon Festival? My cousin spent years training her bird. She’ll chew my ear off should I miss the hunting competition.”

      “Kinn can take us to Kostany within the day, and back to Zelthuriya the next.”

      The sheikha obviously struggled with an uneasy mind. Vaya was different, always able to remain serene, except in the direst moments.

      I sat at the other end of the rowboat and stretched my legs. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      A breeze blew up sand as dawn’s glaze spread across the horizon.

      “What is it?” Ruhi straightened her legs, which were short enough to fit beneath the gap in the seats.

      “It’s something I’ve been thinking about for some time. Not an easy topic to broach.”

      “You’re being vague.”

      “Then I’ll just say it. If ever there comes a time when I might die, I need you to deal the killing blow.”

      She glared at me through the slits of her veil. “You mean for me to take your masks.”

      “Do you understand why?”

      “Because unlike you, I’ve achieved some degree of fanaa. And you feel I could gain the allegiances of the jinn tribes, thereby.”

      “I don’t know why Lat chose me for this duty. I’ve been reminded to face my doubts. Well, that’s one of them. If I fail… mayhap you won’t.”

      She glanced at the sandy horizon, then turned back to me and said, “Only if you’re truly on death’s shore. Don’t ask me to murder you.”

      “I’m not eager for the next life. Not anymore. There’s much that needs doing here.”

      “So you don’t want to die, only so long as there’s something to do?”

      “We all have our palliatives. Mine is work.” Or rather, war. Peace had made me weak, time and time again.

      “You’re a magus. Perhaps you ought to focus on attaining fanaa, so you can gain the allegiances of the Efreet and Jann tribes.”

      “You know better than anyone that fanaa takes years. I still don’t know why Marada submitted to me so suddenly. In the end, it turned out to be a mistake.”

      “Do you blame yourself for what happened to Marada?”

      It was my fault. I’d protected Sadie instead of keeping hidden until a more opportune moment. I’d forced Marada to confront Marot at the wrong time, and she’d paid for it. All those ice jinn abandoned me afterward, since they were no longer bound by Marada’s submission to me.

      Most jinn don’t like humans. Marada didn’t like me. But she knew Marot had come to our land. Perhaps she wanted to stop him, but could only do so through a contract with me, since I was wearing her mask.

      The mask I’d gained when I stabbed Lunara.

      The sultans of the Efreet and Jann would doubtless know what happened to Marada and would thus refuse me. The masks I wore did not compel them, after all, unless I had annihilated my identity and desires through high levels of fanaa. But what if a great danger, worse than Marot, loomed?

      “Marada did what I asked of her and perished at Marot’s hand,” I said. “That is on me.”

      “And then Lat sent an aurora from heaven to destroy Marot.”

      “Yes.”

      “And then?”

      “That’s it.” I was not going to tell her what followed. It had birthed destructive doubts within Sadie, and I did not want that infecting others. Plenty of hearsay about what happened had gone around. The Jotrid and gholam survivors of battle had spread all manner of strange rumors. But you wouldn’t know truly unless you’d been there.

      Sadie was being tested, as was I. No need for others to join us upon this terrible trial.

      Kinn — ever colorful — fluttered down from the sky and landed between us.

      “Curse these terrible times,” he said in his eunuch pitch. “A strange thing lingers in heaven.”

      “Tell me.”

      “A blood cloud drifts toward us from the direction of the blood plague.”

      “Are you saying… the lake of blood from… from all those exploding gholam grew large enough to create a cloud?”

      Kinn nodded his human head.

      Ruhi couldn’t hear Kinn, but she fidgeted as if disturbed by my response. “What cloud?”

      “My jinn says that there is a cloud of blood in the desert.”

      “I’ve seen such things before,” Ruhi said. “Sometimes they drift from Himyar toward Abyad lands. And sometimes they rain blood. But I’ve never seen one come anywhere near Zelthuriya.”

      I shuddered. “Is that all, Kinn?”

      “What? Not enough horror for you, Janissary?”

      I gave him a tired shrug. Horrors had to be taken in stride these days, lest you lose yourself to fear, the way Sadie had.

      Kinn turned toward Ruhi and cocked his head sideways. “So… what does she look like underneath all of that?”

      “I wouldn’t know. And that’s a rather indecent thing to ask. Now flap-flap us to Kostany. And no stopping anywhere. I don’t care if you see crop patterns in the shape of a smiling face.”

      “It was a work of art!” Kinn stomped his clawed foot, rattling the boat. Ruhi yelped, then steadied herself.

      The chicken jumped off.

      “Indecent?” Ruhi crossed her legs.

      “He wanted to know what you look like under there.”

      Kinn stuck his head up from the side. “Why would you tell her what I said?”

      “I’m trying to be more honest.”

      “She’s going to think I’m disturbed.”

      “You are disturbed.”

      Ruhi sighed. “You can tell him I’m covered in bloodrunes.”

      “That might only make him more curious.” I knocked on the side of the boat. “Let’s go, Kinn!”

      The sheikha grabbed the sides as Kinn lifted us into the air. Her jaw dropped as we soared hundreds of feet. Meanwhile, my stomach felt like it would fly out of my own jaw. I was good at keeping it down by now, though.

      From on high, the holy city resembled something a child would sculpt in sand. The mountain range which contained it stretched westward; we’d be following it to Sirm.

      “You all right?” I asked. She wasn’t clutching her stomach or retching over the side, like I expected. Perhaps her fanaa helped with that.

      Ruhi let out a gleeful chuckle. “This isn’t what I thought it would feel like.”

      What lay beneath no longer looked real — just a lumpy, golden carpet.

      “It was like that for me, too.”

      As we glided forward on the sky, the world seemed to move beneath us. Kinn had become adept at keeping the rowboat stable and smooth, which allowed the stomach to settle and made the ride more enjoyable.

      Ruhi gazed into the distance. I couldn’t see her smile, but it was surely brimming, and surrounded by bloodrunes, I assumed.

      She caught me staring. “What is it?”

      I could hardly hear her, so I got up, moved forward, and sat on the wood plank across from her.

      “How is it that you were so right?” I asked.

      “About what?”

      “About Cyra.”

      Ruhi sneered. It seemed just the mention of Cyra’s name was enough to get her going. “I had a feeling. No, not a feeling. An inspiration.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “An inspiration comes from something besides yourself. It’s how we Disciples of Chisti discern the truth.”

      “What would that something be?”

      “They say it is a breeze that blows from the shore beneath Lat’s throne. It carries with it insight. And for those especially attuned, even prescience.”

      “Prescience? You mean… a feeling for what’s about to happen?”

      “Yes, Kevah. Though I don’t claim to be so attuned. Rather, when Cyra sat there in front of us Disciples, when she opened her mouth, I smelled the rot inside her. And I knew it was grown from sin. And not the flavor of sin born of human failing, but rather the sins of Ahriyya himself.”

      I’d assumed that Ruhi’s disdain of Cyra stemmed from something baser. Sometimes you just don’t like someone, the way a dog growling at another dog must feel. But it seemed I was wrong. Ruhi possessed an insight that we needed. That I could use.

      The wind whipped against her veil. It was getting colder as we moved northwest across an ocean of sky.

      “And how is it that the other Disciples didn’t sense it?” I asked.

      Ruhi shrugged. “Blinders.”

      “Oh? Are you without those? Are you so special, Ruhi?”

      She laughed brusquely. “You’re the one who’s special.”

      “I’m not special. I’m cursed.”

      She crossed her arms and clutched her elbows. I’d noticed her doing that before. Perhaps it showed discomfort. “You don’t mean that, do you, Kevah?”

      “It’s how I feel.” I’d voiced another doubt, one I wasn’t even willing to tell Sadie. But I would tell this faithful woman. Because I needed to tell someone. Someone stronger than me.

      “Who do you think cursed you?” Ruhi asked.

      “Lat cursed me. With these masks. It’s not the blessing you think it is.”

      “It’s a burden, that I understand. But a curse?”

      “You have not been within the belly of Labyrinthos. You have not beheld the Blood Star, nor heard its unholy hymns in your head. Anything that puts them on your path is a curse.”

      “It is a trial, is it not?”

      Trial. How many times had I tried to soothe Sadie’s woes with that word. Of course, I was lying to her as much as myself. I had to hear it from someone else’s mouth to truly understand that.

      God died. God was crushed by an even greater god.

      I shivered. I looked up at the endless sky. Down at the bulbous clouds that were our seat. Then up again, at the faint outlines of the stars, dimmed by the morning’s glow.

      What incomprehensible, all-encompassing evil hid behind them? Was it staring back at me, this moment?

      It was, wasn’t it?

      “You all right, Kevah?” Ruhi leaned forward.

      I rubbed my cheek. It was moist with tears.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Why the fuck was I crying? “Sorry. I just… I realized something.”

      What a sad sight I must be. Hardly the mighty magus I costumed as.

      “Please, just ignore it.” I tried to rub the drops off my face, but only spread them into my beard. “Something… something washed over me, briefly.”

      “You can tell me.” She put a gloved hand on my knee. But it was cold and hardly comforting.

      “No. It is my torment to bear.”

      “Why should we bear our torments by ourselves?”

      I pointed to the cloth covering her face. “You do.”

      Ruhi clutched one end of her veil, then slid it off. She had a lot more hair than I’d imagined; it was the color of palm bark, and just as thick. Her golden skin glowed like the Zelthuriyan sand. But it was hard to see it beneath the bloodrunes. Eshe’s strange assortment of shapes and drawings obscured every inch of her otherwise pleasing face.

      “See me, then.”

      “It’s not so terrible. You’re still… you’re still beautiful beneath the blood.”

      “They always say that. Now tell me — what are you failing to keep down?”

      I could not repeat my fear. I would not pull others into this despair. “I’m sorry… but I can’t. It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s… I don’t want to see you in pain.”

      She smiled tepidly. It was the first time I’d seen it.

      “It’s all right. I understand.”

      

      I fell asleep, as I often did during these flying boat rides. Kinn shouted, “We’re on the approach!” to wake me at the right hour.

      The resplendence of early morning surprised me. The sun loomed in strength above the horizon, casting the emerald carpet beneath in a shimmer. Then I remembered that we’d gone west, and so had flown with the sun.

      To avoid creating a commotion, we wouldn’t land within Kostany, but rather a half hour’s walk away. Wasn’t every day you saw someone flying in a boat. Within a large city, it would bring unwanted attention.

      Ruhi, it seemed, had not slept. Must’ve been too exhilarating to settle her eyes and heart. The wind had combed her hair backward. As we landed, I advised her to cling to the sides. Kinn glided us down and settled us softly in a forest clearing.

      I’d come here many times in my life. There was a decent caravanserai that served the most luscious kokorec — lamb intestine roasted on a wood fire, wrapped around offal. I was almost tempted to make the hour walk south, which would also take us closer to the roads that led to Demoskar and other cities in the realm. The realm. It had been a while since I’d thought of Sirm as such.

      Such pure air compared to that of the desert. Letting it stream into my lungs was a delight. I’d taken it for granted, all those decades I lived here.

      “Welcome to Sirm,” I said to Ruhi as we both stepped off the rowboat.

      “It’s so… green,” she said, her veil still off. “Is this what they call a jungle?”

      I laughed. “It’s no jungle. Just a forest. You’re right, though — Sirm is stunningly verdant. Can’t believe how much I’ve missed it.”

      She glanced in every direction, taking in the sights of this simple forest clearing. “Everything is covered in grass and leaves. It’s like ten oases grew in this one spot.” She pointed at a red-tailed squirrel chittering on a branch. “What in Lat’s name is that thing?”

      I continued to laugh. “They make a good wartime meal. Wish we could linger, but we’d best go. Don’t want to catch Shah Murad during his afternoon nap.”

      “He must have it easy if he can nap in the middle of the day.”

      “It’s a custom here. Energizes you for those late nights that folks love.”

      “And what do people do during late nights in Sirm?” That smile again. It was disarming.

      “The veil of night…” I couldn’t pluck the rest of the verse. “The veil of night… hides… ugh…”I scratched my head.

      Ruhi slapped her thigh and chuckled. “Some poet you are.”

      “It’ll come back to me. Let’s get going.”

      We enjoyed an uneventful walk to Kostany’s vast walls. I told Ruhi some history, as well as stories from my youth. It was all fighting: with the Crucians, with the Rubadi, with unruly zabadar and rebel janissaries. I told her about the time Rubadi and Ruthenian raiders crossed the Siyah Sea and set upon the caravans at the crossroads, and so I marched with the janissaries to this lovely forest to root them out. I wielded an axe in that battle: a hulking piece of dark metal. Nothing like an axe to cut right to the bone. Their chieftain, a man named Zalbal who wore an antlered helmet, met his end at its edge.

      Ruhi didn’t seem to mind the stories, and asked a lot of questions, though I could hardly remember the details she sought. Like the names of the gods the Ruthenians cried out to as we slew them — it was not something my mind had kept in its vault.

      When we arrived at the lily-covered hill overlooking the cityscape, Ruhi pointed to the mighty stone walls and said, “Those are almost as high as the mountains of Zelthuriya.”

      “That’s embellishing somewhat.”

      “They’re at least thrice the height of Qandbajar’s circle wall.”

      “True enough. And they don’t break, either. Sturdy and thick like an elephant.”

      The line to enter the main gate stretched across a vast outer bazaar, and included men, women, and children wearing every kind of costume from every land, along with horses, donkeys, and even camels. Not eager to join that sea, we approached the smaller gate on the eastern side. It was only meant for dignitaries. A line of hastily built, shed-like buildings led up to it — offices for those administering Kostany’s gates.

      Freshly planted flowers dotted the pathway: the first sign the city was recovering. People in dire need neglect to plant flowers.

      Finally at the gate itself, I approached the trio of janissaries. Each had a long-barreled matchlock on their backs, as well as a shamshir on their belts. Each wore their service uniform, which consisted of a long cap with three peacock plumes atop. Their shalwars were of the puffy, loose variety, and their robes appropriately maroon with ornamental gold buttons.

      “I am Magus Kevah.” I gestured to Ruhi, who’d donned her veil once more. “This is Disciple Ruhi. We’ve come a long way from Zelthuriya.”

      One of the janissaries took out a scroll and unrolled it. “Apologies, but I don’t see your names on the list.”

      “We are not expected,” I said. “But it’s important we proceed with haste and meet with Shah Murad himself.”

      The one with the scroll whispered to another. Then that one hurried toward one of the wooden buildings. A minute later, he emerged with a fourth janissary, who must’ve been the captain, given the golden hue of his plumes.

      “You say you’re the Magus Kevah?” the captain asked. His face was all chiseled lines, and his gray mustache flexed as he spoke.

      “I am, indeed. Any further delay would be unfortunate. We intend to catch Shah Murad before lunch puts him to bed.”

      “I remember you — though you were shades older. I was with Grand Vizier Ebra when you and your zabadar confronted us outside Lyskar.” The captain got on his knees, his shalwar now soiled by the moist mud. He took the base of my caftan, brought it to his forehead, and kissed it.

      The other janissaries did the same. Any idea of what to say or do in response left me in a gust.

      All I could do was be practical. “Don’t tell anyone I’m here. We must not be slowed, and we must be on our way.”

      “Yes — with Lat’s grace — go on through,” the captain said as he got to his feet. “Lat keep you, Kevah.”

      “Lat keep you,” they all chanted.

      The janissaries made way, and we stepped forward through the gate. A stone Seluqal peacock stood atop it, wings spread as if to embrace all who entered.

      “You might not be much of a poet,” Ruhi said as we walked through the shaded passage, “but it seems you’re quite the hero.”

      Why did that word sound like both praise and curse? “I am what I am.”

      “Is that your attempt to be humble?”

      “Am I not humble in your eyes?”

      “Would a humble man fly around in a boat?”

      “I didn’t paint the boat. I didn’t put a sigil on it.”

      “Do you want to?” Ruhi chuckled. “You can tell me.”

      I stopped amid the narrow stone walls and said, “What’s the reward for what we’re doing? Do you ever ask yourself that?”

      “The reward is in the next life.” She meant it when she said it. She was certain payment would be rendered for service. Doubts did not nip at the edges of her words.

      “Aside from that.” I pointed to the cobblestone beneath us. “Are we owed anything, here and now?”

      “If you take your reward here, then you’re not owed one there.”

      She didn’t really understand what I was asking, did she? “The sheikhs and sheikhas like to tell us this life is short. I say it’s too long. Too long to be asked everything and given nothing. Eventually, even the most honorable, steadfast, loyal, sincere servant will need something to keep him going.” I pointed to the gate we’d just walked through. “Even small gestures like that… they make the path seem ever-so-slightly smoother. They soften the trial, even just a little.”

      Ruhi nodded, sympathy shimmering in her eyes. “I understand. And you should feel good about it. You did a lot for these people, just like you’re doing for mine. But I’m not going to kiss your caftan.” I knew she was grinning under there. “Not yet, at least.”

      We emerged from the passage and found ourselves in a district lined with mellow waterways, piled-up fountains, colorful gardens, and a pleasing assortment of fresh two- and three-story stone buildings. Ruhi took her time staring at all the variety of patterned cats lazing about. It was her first time in Sirm, and likely her first time in a bustling city that wasn’t Qandbajar or Zelthuriya. It was simply a vastly different place than those desert cities, with its own unique charms that only now did I come to appreciate.

      The city folk seemed busy, going about with a faster gait than I was used to, having been in Zelthuriya for so long. The clamor and bustle had not yet reached the volume just prior to the Crucian invasion. Dead people are slow to replace, after all. It also didn’t smell quite as fishy; perhaps the fisheries had not yet replenished.

      As we ascended the slope of the thoroughfare, the districts aside the Shrunken Strait came into view: far more destitute than what we’d just walked through. Ramshackle wood huts and hovels clustered around the many canals; some were even constructed on stilts over the canals, which I recalled wasn’t allowed because dwellers tended to defecate directly into the water. But people had to live however they could.

      The hammering of stone and wood filled the air — a sound that promised that this city would, soon, be back to its best. I wondered where Murad had gotten the gold for it; capable men remained in his employ, so no surprise he’d found a way forward. After the destruction we’d witnessed, you could only hope for a rebirth as bright as this.

      We climbed the steps up into the Seat. They’d been redone with fresh stone, and flowers lined the way. The pathways leading to the adjoining structures on the hillside also sported unblemished cobblestone and eager cedars and cypresses.

      Outside the gate, a sign written in red letters caught my eye: Proselytizing and worship of the Archangel and the Twelve Angels is henceforth forbidden within the walls of Kostany. If you see it, report it to your district judge.

      A sensible policy, and I could only wonder why no one had decreed it sooner. Given the threat the Crucians still posed, they shouldn’t be allowed any sympathizers within these walls. To give them an inroad would be utter folly. If this city was being reborn from cinders, then it ought to be a bastion for Latians, so the tragedy of Micah’s conquest would never repeat.

      Once we arrived at the gate to the Seat, some questioning ensued. The janissaries here recognized me eventually. They expressed their surprise, kissed me on the cheek, and let us through.

      “The Seat is as marvelous as in the stories,” Ruhi said upon sighting the green domes atop the palace. The blue domes of the shrine standing on the larger hill contrasted beautifully.

      The marble here was whiter than the limestone in Qandbajar, and it reflected the sun’s glare up into our eyes. The rhythm of the lifegiving fountains and the bright song of the birds was a buttery nostalgia. In contrast, it seemed Alanya suffered a dearth of birds, with all the drongos about. Though perhaps the gardens here were not as resplendent as those of the Sand Palace, with less variety and color in the flowers.

      What a relief to see the great hall so restored. No Crucian purple. No tentacled angels. The Seluqal peacock staring down at us with its ruby eyes was a precise replica of the one that Micah the Metal had melted. And everything else seemed fresher, newer, shinier. The frescoes on the wall showed the Battle at the Syr Darya — Kyars’ heroic charge emblazoned the far wall, all the gholam glittering and golden. The pale-faced Crucians retreating into the raging river sported such despairing frowns, whilst horned jinn stood atop the clouds and stirred the rain with massive ladles. A story of might and destiny spread across these walls, in the most artful detail.

      And there he was. Shah Murad sat upon the golden divan which held up the most powerful men I’d ever served. He wore his simple clothes: just a white turban, no plumes, as well as a black robe and sky-blue sandals.

      He stepped down from his dais and approached us. I bent my neck, and so did Ruhi.

      “Your Glory,” I said.

      “You didn’t even say ‘goodbye’, Kevah. I only learned moons after you’d gone missing within Labyrinthos that you’d resurfaced in Zelthuriya.” He almost sounded sorrowful.

      “My duty did not permit me to say my goodbyes.”

      “I have heard… rumors.” His tone turned from sorrow to hope. “About sightings of my daughter Sadie in Alanya.” And now back to sorrow. “But it cannot be so. We all buried her.”

      “It is true, Your Glory. Sadie was returned to life, just like Imperator Heraclius.”

      “Returned to life?” He loomed so close, I smelled his arak-tree-freshened breath. “Do you truly mean this?”

      “She’s in Zelthuriya. Would you like to see her?”

      Shah Murad bit his lip so hard, I feared it would bleed. “If that is so, why did you not bring her here?”

      “She would not come.”

      “Why not?”

      I softened my tone. “She… she does not wish to burden you, Your Glory.”

      “Does she think her life burdensome to me?”

      “Not her life. Her death. You already suffered it once. She fears you might cage her so as not to suffer it again.”

      Fire flared in his eyes. “She’s right. I wouldn’t let her out of my sight. My seed is strong, so I will have yet more children. Thankfully, Alir is healthy, and I made certain my other daughters were returned here. None of them do I ever permit to leave this palace. I will fill these halls with children, like it was before Micah the Metal.” He turned his glance toward Ruhi, who was covered head-to-toe in black. “Have you brought me another slave girl? Is that why she’s wrapped up like this?”

      “No, Your Glory. She’s a Disciple of Chisti.”

      “And what do you and she have to give my kingdom?”

      “I’m afraid we’re not blessed to be givers. And you seem to be doing about as well as could be hoped.”

      “Aye. Redbeard’s raid of Nixos brought us tens of thousands of slaves, and an equal weight in treasure. But Sirm is not whole. Not while Tagkalay remains in the grip of that wretched rebel. And there are… there are yet more aches…”

      “Aches?”

      “You were not here when the Archangel soared over the city. You did not see him shatter into a thousand thousand pieces. I’ll have Ebra apprise you of all the strangeness that came of that.”

      What did the shah expect of me? What did I expect of him? The two questions already seemed at odds, and I hadn’t even told him why we’d come.

      “I’m not here to stay, My Shah. I’m here to request help. Are you aware of what’s happened in Qandbajar?”

      “Some horseshit-smelling vagabonds from the Waste took it for themselves. I’m sure Shah Kyars will root them out.”

      “Not without your help.”

      “And what help do you expect from me?” A cold snicker. “Crucis could attack us again any day now. The rebels in Tagkalay might also wish to swell their territory. Do you think I’ve men or arms or money to spare?” He beat his chest. “I must hold Sirm together.”

      I stared at the image of Kyars in the fresco. He stood atop his charging mare, golden sword raised, Paramic calligraphy covering the flat.

      “Do you have honor to spare? Kyars aided you on your darkest day. You owe him. You owe me, as well.”

      “You have my daughter, don’t you? Consider that payment, so long as you do her the honor of marriage. As for Kyars, when the time is right, I’ll send him half the world, and my honor will never be questioned again.”

      “He won’t live to receive a crumb. He won’t survive the winter without aid. The Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance that lords over Qandbajar will starve him out of Zelthuriya. And then all who dwell therein will be put to the sword, your daughter included.”

      “You don’t want to pull on that string.” Shah Murad wagged his finger at me. “Rein your tongue. Appeals for my daughter’s life will not coax me into sending armies and fleets to fight some Waste tribes in the fucking desert. I’ve got replacements on the way for all my dead children, her included.”

      I’d expected obstinance. I’d expected anger. But I’d also expected honor, and maybe even some love. How disappointing the latter two were absent.

      “The Crucians will aid our enemy,” I said. “You can count on that.”

      “So? Better they go there than here.”

      “What of Holy Zelthuriya? Will you allow it to fall to heretics? They burned the bodies of our saints.”

      “Are they our saints, now? Have you forgotten your Sirmian saints?”

      “They are all saints. What does it matter?”

      “It matters to me. I cannot defend every believer on this earth. I am the Shah of Sirm. I am no Temur. I am no Padishah.”

      “And yet you call yourself the Shadow of Lat.”

      Murad glanced at the fresco behind the throne. It was of him holding Kyars’ golden sword above Imperator Heraclius’ neck, whilst the sun itself watched with a satisfied grin.

      “They call me many things, Kevah. But when I was a prisoner of Micah the Metal, I slept beneath this room in a pile of my own shit.”

      Ruhi cleared her throat. I’d almost forgotten she was beside me.

      “Why don’t you rule Zelthuriya in your name, Your Glory?”

      Murad glanced at her in bemusement. “What are you saying?”

      I glanced at her the same way. What was she saying?

      “I mean to say, you could add Zelthuriya to your own kingdom. It borders Sirm just as it borders Alanya, does it not? There is a pass on both sides of the mountain range, though the northern one is well-hidden.”

      “Sirm has not ruled Zelthuriya for hundreds of years,” Murad said, ever disdainful.

      “I’ve lived there most of my life.” Ruhi stepped closer to the shah. “Once Alanya is safe again, pilgrims will fill the city. Imagine the taxes. Sirm would be all the richer, and not have to rely on raiding Crucian cities across the sea for income. You would also extend your influence in ways your father could not.”

      Murad turned to me, his face a puzzle. “What is your strange woman saying? You came here asking me to help Kyars, and she wants me to seize a city from him!”

      “She’s a Disciple of Chisti,” I said. “You ought to consider her appeal. The Disciples rule the city — whether they do it in Kyars’ name or yours is up to them.”

      “We can tell Shah Kyars to cede Zelthuriya to you,” Ruhi said. “But in exchange, you must help him retake Qandbajar and defeat the Path of the Children. You must show us you’re able to keep Zelthuriya safe from its enemies.”

      “How do you know Kyars will like this trade?” If Murad was asking that question, then he was thinking on her offer.

      “It’s not about what he likes,” Ruhi said. “It’s about a strong shah and army safeguarding the shrines and pilgrims. If you agree, we’ll present this concession to him upon our return.”

      “Shahs do not like making sacrifices like that.” Murad crossed his arms. “Let me assure you, as an authority on the subject.”

      Ruhi was right, though. Kyars may be Protector of Zelthuriya, but he couldn’t protect it by hiding within. If forced to choose, Kyars would likely give up Zelthuriya if he could retake Qandbajar along with Merva, Dorud, and the cities on the Yunan Sea coast. As glorious as Kostany was, Qandbajar was far richer than Zelthuriya and Kostany combined. It was at the center of overland trade, which meant spices from beyond the Waste, brocade from Kashan, and metals from the southern islands passed through it.

      And if Kyars didn’t agree, he could offer Murad one of the cities on the Yunan Sea coast. Sakand, perhaps, since it was on the edge of a long peninsula and would thus be an ideal port for Redbeard. Though Grand Vizier Barkam controlled it, if Redbeard’s mighty fleet appeared on the shore, he’d be a fool not to surrender the city.

      “Kyars will swallow the bitter herb,” I said. “If you send a worthy force and we retake Qandbajar — hopefully before the desert snows — then it shall be your name that rings through the shrines of Zelthuriya. You’ll be remembered not only as the shah who retook Kostany from the infidel, but one who defended the faith from a heretical path and was duly rewarded with the holiest city on earth.”

      Murad grumbled despite smiling slightly. “All that Taqi did something for you, Kevah. I must admit you’re pulling on all the right strings, like a sitar player. Or perhaps puppeteer is the truer word.” Murad clutched my shoulder. “I shall think on it. In the meantime, go find a room and enjoy my hospitality. Oh, and expect Ebra to come knocking.”

      Ebra… last time I’d seen him, I punched him across his jowls. My anger had dried since. In truth, I’d come to appreciate how calm, cold, and calculating he’d been after the fall of Kostany — in stark contrast to myself, of course.

      

      I was lying on silk sheets when a soft knock-knock sounded on my door.

      “May I come in?” Ruhi’s measured voice.

      “Of course.”

      I sat up as she entered.

      “Is your room as good as mine?” I asked.

      She glanced around. “Better, I’d say.”

      I gestured for her to sit on the sequin-covered pillow at the base of my bed. “I was thinking of ordering some coffee. The Sirmians make a bitter brew. I could ask them to add some cardamom, too.”

      “It’ll keep me up, so I’d rather not. My body’s already confused about whether it’s morning or night.”

      “Tea, then?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      I got up and shouted into the hallway for an attendant. A eunuch strode toward us in a velvety robe.

      “A pitcher of your finest tea,” I said.

      As the eunuch went to fetch it, we sat on the pillows around the room’s glass floor table.

      “I should apologize for surprising you with that idea,” Ruhi said as she unwrapped her veil. Her thick, curled hair fell onto her shoulders.

      “I was floundering. Drowning. Murad is a hard bargainer. So good on you for plucking precisely what he wanted.”

      “He should be hard, right? He’s responsible for all the people in this kingdom. He can’t just hand something to us without gaining something for them.”

      “And for himself. Don’t discount the vainglory of kings. The idea of his name being read at the prayer sermon in the holiest city on earth is likely what reeled him in.”

      “Of course. That, too.”

      I grunted and tapped on the glass in annoyance. “How is it that you saw that, and I didn’t? How is it that you knew how to appeal to a man I’ve known all my life, when you’d only just met him?”

      “It was the breeze of insight, Kevah. That’s the only way I can explain it.”

      Breeze. Such a strange thing to understand. Even stranger was the bloodrune that ran from the base of her neck down into her caftan. It resembled — of all things — the wavy tentacles of that angel I’d been cursed to see in the sea.

      Ruhi noticed me staring and put a hand over it.

      “Sorry.” I let out a pained sigh. I shouldn’t be staring at her like that. Reminding her of what Eshe had done.

      “It goes where you’re thinking. All the way to my—”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “It made me dream things while I was awake. I dreamt of these creatures coming out of a cloud. They had these slithering limbs. Flowers grew out of the limbs. Then the flower petals rained onto me. They turned into worms once they landed on my skin, and bit into me. And then I turned into one of those creatures, too.”

      I covered my face, awash with horror. How could Eshe do such a vile thing? All because she was friendly with my wife? With Aschere?

      Now I couldn’t help but stare at the bloodrune on her left cheek. To my mind, it resembled a caped man holding cards. “What Eshe did to you was evil. He was so unbelievably cruel. And wrong.”

      “Wrong?”

      “He believed you were hiding something. That you were serving wicked entities. But you’re not. I realize that, now.”

      “Only now? You mean… you doubted me?”

      “I had some doubts because…” I took a jittery breath. “Ruhi… there’s something you should know. It’s the real reason I wanted to spend time with you.”

      “I didn’t even sense you were hiding something deeper.”

      Perhaps because — in a way — I’d hidden it from myself, too. “You were friends with my wife, once.”

      “Your wife?”

      “Magus Aschere was my wife.”

      Ruhi’s expression transcended shock. It was more like betrayal. More like… terror. “But you killed her.”

      “I did kill her. I killed my own wife.”

      She stared at me, her mouth gaping.

      “You were her friend,” I said. “And so I want to know… what was she like?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Was she a decent person?”

      Ruhi nodded. “I can’t say she wasn’t.”

      “Did she ever say why she left me?”

      “No, but she’d tell me how much she missed her husband and family.”

      I couldn’t help my eyes watering upon hearing that. “I don’t understand why she became the way she became,” I said, not trying to fight my tears. “I don’t understand.”

      Ruhi took my hand. It almost shocked me. Her fingers were hard, like Sadie’s. Like Lunara’s.

      “I don’t either,” she said. “At some point, I realized there isn’t a reason.”

      “People don’t just turn evil. There had to be something that caused it. Caused her to bow to Hawwa. And all this time, I’ve wanted to know what it was. But there’s this gaping hole in my painting of her. In the story I imagine of her life. Her past doesn’t connect to her future.”

      “What can I tell you?” Tears glistened in Ruhi’s eyes, too. “There isn’t a reason. There just isn’t. Even when I met her in Zelthuriya, she was a decent person. She was like you. I can’t imagine why she’d turn to the Dreamer and the Blood Star.”

      “If that’s true, then any of us can turn. No one is safe from the darkness within themselves.”

      Hadn’t I almost bowed to Hawwa, too? Wasn’t I this close to taking Lunara’s promise, down in Labyrinthos, if it meant she’d bring Sadie back?

      “Isn’t that what a trial is?” Ruhi squeezed my hand. “Some of us fail. Some of us fall off the path and into the pit. Look at Cyra—”

      “Cyra and Lunara are not the same. Cyra always had that evil inside her. But I swear, Lunara was good and pure. When we were together, there was no better soul.”

      “How can you be certain? Maybe she buried that darkness down deep. So deep, that even the breeze could not carry its scent.”

      If that was true — if there were no answers — then my doubts were not just doubts. They were knives, cutting me open from within. And one day, they would surely cut out my soul.
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      To make sure it wasn’t a dream, I visited the harem guest room. I expected to see tidy sheets and undisturbed pillows, but a woman lay atop the blanket on the floor bed. She smelled like the wildflowers of the Endless.

      It was her. Mother. Or Amma as we said in Sylgiz.

      I let myself cry, then sucked it all in and left the room. Though her return was a momentous thing, I could not let it distract me from my urgent tasks. Rather, it would only add to my fuel.

      There was someone to live for, now.

      

      Today would begin the Falcon Festival, an Abyad tradition going back five hundred years, always at the new moon of the month before winter. I’d never attended one, so this would be an auspicious first. We would ride into the Zelthuriyan sands, surround the reveling tribes, and…

      I had a good feeling.

      News arrived on the tongue of our spies, too. Kevah was not here. He’d flown to Kostany to meet Shah Murad. And if he did not return by sunset, then Kyars’ chief advisor would be Kato, a man who hungered for my blood. For the blood of all Jotrids and Sylgiz. No surprise since my starwriting had brought the explosively bloody end of his mistresses and children.

      And so I hoped Kyars would do something rash. Take the bait. We’d just have to make it as fragrant as musk.

      I awoke early and met Wafiq in the palace library. It had never been so well-stocked. Niches covered the walls, with wood- and leather-bound books from as far as the Silklands arranged in neat piles. Some order decided their placements — some numbering system or such — though I’d not made any effort to grasp it. The room lacked floor cushions, with only a carpeted center space — fine if your back wasn’t as bruised as mine. Wafiq was the only Philosopher in Qandbajar, so this room was never crowded and always peaceful. I particularly enjoyed how the sun streamed through the skylight, though the eagerness of the peeking drongos unsettled me.

      “I heard about your mother,” he said, his dry hands creased and back as rigid as the book he cradled. “Such a blessed return. You must be so happy.”

      “I am indeed. Lat be praised.”

      “About what we discussed last time.” He cleared his throat. “I’ve been sifting through tomes as a baker does flour, and cooking up a system, of sorts. One that will transcend rule by tribe, avoid the sinful pit of the Seluqals and saint-kings, and most importantly, emanate from divinity.”

      “I’m listening.” I leaned forward on my staff.

      “For one, we need a single leader. This combined rule is fraught with thorns. Rarely are councils able to cling onto power. Interests diffuse among members the way spilled wine does on a carpet. And when power is diffused, nothing of import gets done.”

      He was singing my verses for me. “I absolutely agree.”

      “But we cannot call this leader a saint-king or a shah. These are not titles the Children sanctified for our use. Tell me, do you know what they used to call their deputies?”

      I pouted and shook my head. “You are my teacher, dear Wafiq. Consider me a beggar in need of enlightenment.”

      “I call our missionaries lightgivers because it’s what Chief Sayt called his missionaries. To anger Saint-King Zafar, Chief Tala called his raiders saintcursers, and so we have given that honor to some of our most faithful riders. Before Saint-King Nasar hung him, Chief Iban said that the Children would return to save us from the Great Terror, and that lineage would call themselves Padishahs of the Final Hour. But what about those who would govern in the name of the Twelve Children, while they are gone? When Kalyar, the Third Chief, converted the king of a now-long-gone kingdom in the Waste to the true path, he gave him a special title. Caliph.”

      I waited for him to say more, but his eyes seemed eager for my response, as if he’d given me a gift. Was that all? A single word? Philosophers were known to lack common sense, their minds filled with the obscure and fanciful. But I expected more from Wafiq, given the responsibility on his turbaned head.

      Perhaps I could humor him. “Caliph… I have never heard this title before.”

      “It is a very old and obscure word in Paramic.”

      “I see. But Wafiq, my dear, it’s only a word.”

      “It is not only a word. It is a divine ordainment from a man with the blood of Chisti. Whose soul is the bedrock upon which Lat’s throne rests.”

      “That I do understand and appreciate. Though none other, aside from you, knows its meaning. We need more than just a single, obscure word. Otherwise, we’ll just have to imitate what the Seluqals did. All their pomp and symbols. And if we do that, then how can we present ourselves as something different? Something worth dying for? Do you see my meaning, Wafiq?”

      His slender brows almost touched as he scowled. Even his face, thin as it was, resembled the paper he so loved. “I am no fool, Cyra. I’ve studied governance longer than you’ve dwelt in this palace.”

      “What good is that? And I don’t mean to be rude. Your knowledge is a treasure as heavy as any. But what would you say about a swordsman who’d never swung a sword, yet who’d read a thousand books about it?”

      “Your point is made.”

      Wafiq walked to a nearby shelf and put the book he’d been holding in a pile between two others. He paused to think for a moment, then returned to face me.

      He held up a single finger. “There will be one caliph to govern all the lands of the believers.”

      Too extreme a position for a fledgling dynasty. I shook my head. “Would you have the ruler claim half the world as his? I understand you’re a faithful man before all else. I understand you were so stubborn, Khizr Khaz tossed you in the dungeon, and no amount of fingernail pulling or tong scalding would twist your tongue against the Children. These are all things I appreciate… in careful doses.”

      Wafiq did not lower his single finger. “One caliph to govern Alanya.”

      “Now that is reasonable. And mayhap one day, the caliph will be akin to a Padishah. I hope, dearly, that he will rule over all the lands where believers in Lat dwell. But we must not let our camel jolt ahead of us.”

      That was Zedra’s undoing, after all.

      “The caliph appoints a majlis,” Wafiq said. “True, it was a tradition of the saint-kings and the Seluqal shahs, but it dates to Chisti himself.”

      “So the caliph will appoint a majlis of viziers. What else?”

      “Upon the death of the caliph, they will elect the next caliph. It is not hereditary.”

      Ironic, since the Children themselves treasured their own blood more than all else.

      “What do you base that on?” I asked.

      “When Chief Sayt marched off to war — along with all the families of his fighting men — the man he appointed to watch over his territories in the Vogras met with an unexpected death at the hands of a traitorous jinn. Unable to reach Sayt — who’d been imprisoned by the saint-king — his followers in the Vogras elected their next leader, and this man ruled until Sayt’s miraculous return.”

      I didn’t suffer all this to give the golden divan to some schemer who’d doubtless co-opt the Majlis into electing him.

      Unless — of course — that schemer was me. “That is indeed quite different from how things have been done in these Seluqal kingdoms. You can acquaint me with the other details later.” I came nearer to the man and lowered my voice. “There is a problem, though.”

      “Problem?”

      “How do we transition to this system? No one on the Council of Seven wants to let go of the reins. Even appeals to faith may not be enough. Power is the most lusty lure, after all.”

      “What are you insinuating?”

      “If I could gain some measure of supremacy, first, I can transition us to your system.”

      Doubt swelled in Wafiq’s almond-shaped eyes. “That is beyond my power and resources. I cannot make you regent.”

      “I’m not asking you to. But if things were to become… shakier, would you stand with me?”

      Risky to ask the question — but he would be asked it, eventually, and his life would be forfeit should he answer wrong.

      Wafiq clasped his hands. His eyes turned penetrating whilst he smiled falsely. “The way I see it, Sultana, you were the one who opened the path. You made it all possible. You could have united the Jotrids and Sylgiz and converted both tribes to the Path of the Saints. But you chose the Children.” He tilted his head in the other direction. “Why?”

      “Do you even have to ask such a thing, Uncle? May I at least call you ‘Uncle’?”

      He nodded and shrugged at the same time.

      “Since I was a little girl hearing their stories… stories filled with such inspiring heroism and valor — which my dear mother would recite to me each night — since that time, I have loved the Children with all my heart.” They ought to hire me for the stage. I could feel my willful tears sliding hotly down my cheeks. “How can you then ask ‘why?’ as if… as if I am a liar? Is that what you’re suggesting?”

      Wafiq’s bottom lip trembled. He clasped his shallow beard, then stuck his knuckles under his nose. “My apologies, Sultana. I should never have questioned your faith.”

      “You were braver than me, Wafiq. You were open and insistent upon the truth. But I was just a small girl. Skinny and sickly most of my life. Scorned by my betters. I could not insist on my faith. I had to hide it. Hide it from even myself, at times.”

      “I know, my dear, I know. I would not have advised you to do different.”

      “I am sorry I was not strong. I am sorry.” I let my tears drench my caftan.

      “You were, my dear, you were. You carried the truth in your heart. You clutched those burning coals just as I did, you just hid them in your sleeves.”

      He was writing my verse for me. How wonderful. “Then do you still doubt me?”

      Wafiq clutched the emblem on his collar: the throne above the earth. The Philosopher’s sigil. It was crooked, and he could not straighten it. “After what you did for all of us, may Lat forgive me for uttering such doubts. I will stand with you, Cyra. You can depend on me.”

      

      While the council numbered seven, in truth, only three mattered. The other Jotrids on the council did whatever Pashang wanted. The other Sylgiz on the council did whatever Gokberk wanted. And I… well, I did whatever I wanted.

      And so when I encountered Gokberk in the dusty, hollowed-out antechamber leading to the great hall, it was with some trepidation. As much as I wanted to cave his head in with a hammer, he served as a counterweight to Pashang becoming the effective regent. I needed them both to balance each other… for now.

      “Cousin,” he said. That was what he called me. And he never smiled when he spat out the word. “Out of everyone in your family, I could only find it in myself to pray for Auntie Hafsa. Such a staunch saintcurser. We are bolstered by your mother’s arrival and good health.”

      His eyes never smiled, let alone his lips. The choicest wines could not bring cheer out of him. Hashish, opium, khat, soma, lung berry, blue lotus — he was the same ugly wall no matter what he put in himself. And this ugly wall had an ugly crack: the battle scar on his cheek divided his beard in two, snaked through the crater that was his ear, and always seemed red, as if freshly bled each day.

      I said, “I recall my own father taking you on his hunts whilst yours drowned himself in kumis. Do you not pray for him, too?”

      “My father was a disbeliever. And yours a disappointment. Just like your brother.”

      No appetite for buttered words, this one. “And will your ascent be any better for our tribe, Gokberk?”

      “If it’s not, I invite you to be the first to squat down and piss on my shrine.”

      As holy as he tried to be, he combined it with a disturbing indecency oft enjoyed by coarse men. It was why his riders liked him.

      “I would not do that, Cousin. It is wrong to revile the dead.”

      Gokberk’s chuckle was so throaty, I almost confused it for gargling. “Who taught you that? The Seluqals and their saints? The dead are as alive as the living, and the living as dead as the dead.” He wasn’t the most eloquent man, either. “We curse the dead saints as much as the living ones.”

      Sometimes, Gokberk had trouble hearing, too, given that he only had one working ear. But it was his trouble understanding ideas that worried me.

      “I had a proposal I wanted to share with you,” I said, hoping to get something constructive out of this day-ruining encounter. “There’s still too much lingering hatred between our tribe and the Jotrids. I say we enact a marriage law. A Jotrid must marry a Sylgiz, and a Sylgiz must marry a Jotrid. Exceptions only by our dispensation.”

      He nodded slowly. “And what does Khagan Pashang say about it?”

      “I haven’t brought it up with him. Obviously, it’s the sort of thing we’d want unanimous agreement on. I won’t put it up for a vote if you don’t like it.”

      “Actually, Cousin, I do like it. You have my full support on the matter.”

      One thing I did enjoy about Gokberk: he made up his mind immediately. It was why he led the Sylgiz, aside from being born a grandson of a former khagan. Vapid decisiveness is oft preferred to thoughtful vacillation. He didn’t bore you with reasoning, either. Yes or no. Black or white. Easy to follow a man like that. Whether it was wise was another matter entirely.

      “Thank you, dear cousin,” I said. “You know, with Cihan and Betil in their graves, you’re the closest thing I have to a brother.” I’d buttered my words so much, I wanted to retch them onto the dusty floor.

      He leaned closer, looked me in the eyes, and said, “You’re no sister of mine.”

      That was that. Wish I could say his coldness didn’t bother me, but it always had. Ever since I was a little girl, he’d shock and terrify me by murdering animals for no reason whatsoever, and often in ways I’d never thought possible. Wish I could say that maybe we’d mend our tattered relationship, like Pashang and I had.

      The truth: one day, I’d have to kill Gokberk, or he would kill me. This I did not doubt. Pashang had said he would do the deed, discreetly, but I’d told him to wait. Now was not the time for Sylgiz and Jotrids to slay each other. Not while there remained a Seluqal in Alanya who called himself shah.
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      The birds hadn’t begun their morning melody when a knock sounded on my door. Before I could rise from my dreams and give permission, a man strode in holding a silver lantern. I cared little for the myrrh scent he’d poured over himself, which now stung my nostrils.

      Why was he wearing chainmail? And no turban, just a hairless head. Despite his neat brown beard, he resembled a cypress withered by winter.

      “Grand Vizier.” I sat up on my floor bed. “You’ve gone bald on me.”

      “Hemlock will do that. And it’ll do far worse to your insides.”

      “Now who would want to poison you?”

      “The sun and the moon and all between.” Ebra pointed to himself with his thumbs. “Yet here I am, still the Grand Vizier of glorious Sirm.”

      “And still so humble.”

      “Hah! We both began our lives as slaves. No pedigree. Nothing to uplift us but our strengths. Humility is more appropriate for those born on thrones, I say.”

      “And the sheikhs would say that pride is more poisonous than hemlock, Grand Vizier.”

      “Then let it be pride that finally drags me into the deep. I would not have it any other way, Magus. Be at your door, dressed, in five minutes.”

      I obeyed, and he took me to the stairwell of the Seat. We descended one floor, to what was a canteen before the Crucians came. It was also where I’d survived attacks by Josias’ excubitors along with that Silklander engineer, Jauz.

      Now it was a workshop. Men wearing clothes like the Alanyan Philosophers, with tall felt hats and regal, blue robes, went from table to table, each filled with fluids and tinctures. A chilling fog breathed through the room, as icy and suffocating as Labyrinthos.

      “What’s all this, Ebra?”

      “This is where we are learning. Learning about one thing in particular.”

      “And what would that be?”

      He pointed to a shelf upon which sat piles of black crystal. “About what makes an angel.”

      The Archangel that had appeared over Kostany: that crystal was its body. Lunara had summoned it with her starwriting whilst she held my hand amid all that broken glass in the belly of Labyrinthos — minutes before I’d stabbed her to death, causing it to explode to pieces.

      A similar thing had happened to Marot, but his pieces had melted.

      “You collected its fragments,” I said. “How many were there?”

      “Too many to count. And there are yet more out there. Paupers became kings by auctioning what they’d found. Ethosians will sell their children to get a piece no bigger than a finger. So we made it punishable by death to sell to another or possess even a shred. In doing so, we recovered what we could.”

      “To what end? What does the carcass of an angel do?”

      Ebra beamed. “You were a blacksmith. Tell me — what is the benefit of a gun in battle?”

      “It rips through armor.”

      “Not this angel metal. A bullet hits it as a gnat hits a wall. Even a paper-thin layer is enough to stop a bullet ball fired from a matchlock a foot away.”

      I scratched my cold beard, struggling to believe him.

      “That’s not even the loveliest part,” Ebra said. “A sword forged from this angel metal will slice through tungsten, as if it weren’t even there. When we shot a bullet ball made from the stuff, it tore through every layer of wall in its path, only stopping once it lost its speed.”

      Impossible to overstate what all this meant, and I wanted to be certain.

      “I’m going to need a demonstration.”

      Ebra handed me a standard-issue shamshir — nothing fancy, but as reliable a weapon as you’d want in battle — and pointed to a black shield held by a dummy. I’d never seen anything so dark… it was as if I were staring into a voracious abyss, or a window to another world, drenched in the deepest night.

      “Don’t swing too hard,” he said. “You’ll get hurt.”

      I jabbed at the black shield. On impact, my blade cracked and shattered like a block of ice hit by a hammer, pieces clattering onto the icy stone floor.

      Ebra beamed. “Would you like me to demonstrate what it does to a bullet?”

      I’m sure any other person would require a thousand demonstrations to believe this wasn’t a trick. But I recognized this metal. I’d fought a man who wielded it in the belly of Labyrinthos. Micah, with his metal fingers, could flick bullets as if they were flies.

      “No… this material is not of this world.” I dropped the shamshir hilt on the floor with a clang. “But if you can’t break it, then how did you mold it?”

      “Some sort of cold melding.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      Ebra came close to my ear. “The Philosophers have their secrets. They won’t tell us, even when threatened with a good old boiling. You’d have better luck prying secrets from the dead.”

      The ones working around us hadn’t paid me any attention, preferring to focus on their tasks, which involved many instruments I couldn’t name. This wasn’t any form of smithing I knew.

      “So what do you mean to do with this discovery? Why show me?”

      “You believe your problems are best solved by armies. By mares and matchlocks and blood-hungry men. But I believe your problems are a perfect chance to test what we’ve created.”

      Ebra was not known to be a gift giver. I crossed my arms, my guard going up. “Why not trial them against the rebel janissaries in Tagkalay?”

      “Because I’m not willing to give such a treasure to any old soldier, Kevah. I’m only willing to give it to you. One set of armor and one sword.”

      Men like Ebra weren’t moved by common friendships, like the kind I’d forged with many janissaries — all dead now. What was he really trying to gain?

      “You and I have never been friends, Ebra. So from where does such generosity bloom?”

      He snickered. Almost comforting to hear such a familiar sound from his mouth. “Do you think I became Grand Vizier by having permanent friends and permanent enemies? You are a magus with three masks. Take this gift, and count me among your allies. Lat knows I need them.” He put a frigid hand on my shoulder. “And should the day come when I need you, I hope you’ll keep to the honor you’re known for.”

      Our enemies often have much to teach us. I’d learned from Micah the Metal. I could learn from Ebra. No permanent friends and no permanent enemies. “I suppose I should say thank you.”

      “You’re not too proud for that, are you, Brother?” Ebra chuckled from high in his throat. “Expect the blood-hungry men and matchlocks and mares to be forthcoming, as well. Sirm will help the Shah of Alanya retake his seat, just as he helped us retake ours. With Zelthuriya as recompense, of course.”

      What a turn this trip had taken. The results surpassed my hopes.

      “I admit this is hard to say, but I’m in your thanks.”

      He grinned like he’d been waiting for the day.

      

      With the Falcon Festival set to begin at sundown, no time remained to enjoy my home country. Ruhi and I took the road and returned to the forest clearing. We sat inside Kinn’s rowboat, our only addition the chest containing the disturbingly black angel armor and sword, which I hoped to examine further upon our return.

      Kinn lifted and flew us southeast. I enjoyed how unrecognizable the world was with the clouds as our bed. It eased my mind, somewhat, to have no earthly features to stare at, especially when I knew who reigned over what, whether they were a friend or foe, and all the many thorny implications.

      Ruhi no longer wore her veil when the two of us were alone. I suppose bringing her had proved fruitful, for myriad reasons. But I still had much to ask her. She stirred my curiosity as much as she must’ve stirred Eshe’s fear, the day he painted her in blood.

      “How did you arrive at fanaa?” I asked.

      She broke from staring at the clouds. “The pain forced me to. It was fanaa or death.”

      “But what did you actually do?”

      “Fasting. Prayer. Meditation. I did my best to empty myself. That’s not to say my fanaa is equal to that of the Elder Disciples. I still get angry, often. I have a long way to go.”

      “I have an even longer way than you. No amount of fasting, prayer, or meditation ever helped me empty out. On the contrary, it always made me hungrier for whatever I was denying myself.”

      “Then maybe it’s not your path to fanaa.”

      “What other path is there?”

      “I’d tell you if I knew.”

      I gave her my sternest headshake. “That’s not good enough. You’re a sheikha. Tell me something useful.”

      She sighed, then pointed at a bulging cloud just below us. “What is stopping you from sinking into that cloud, right now?”

      I shrugged. “Being in a boat held up by a shiqq who looks like a chicken?”

      “I’m nothing like a chicken!” Kinn shouted. “I resemble an eagle!”

      He shook the boat, unsettling my stomach and making Ruhi clutch her knees. It was like an earthquake in the sky.

      “All right. You’re the most glorious eagle, descended from the regal peaks of Azad.”

      The boat stopped shaking. I rubbed my stomach to ease the desire to retch.

      Ruhi chuckled and relaxed. “So… what is stopping you from sinking?”

      “I told you.”

      “The Kevah you know is this boat. The cloud below is Lat herself. And you… you are just a soul.”

      What even is a soul? Sadie had asked. It seemed the answer was nothing.

      “So I have to jump off this boat,” I said. “I have to abandon what makes me me.”

      Ruhi nodded. “You have to be ready for how that will change things. Change what you care about. What you live for.”

      “How did it change you?”

      “I went from being in a dark room to lighting a candle. From caring about myself and my family to caring about everything I could see.”

      I already cared about too much. Perhaps that was why I couldn’t taste fanaa. For me, praying was about removing my burdens, not adding more bricks atop. It was about admitting I was helpless.

      Ruhi gestured to the new sheath hanging on my belt. It was where I planned to put the angel sword. Meanwhile, I carried it and the armor in the chest I was leaning against.

      “I have an embarrassing question,” she said. “Do you hard men ever name your swords?”

      I laughed. She hadn’t annihilated her humor, at least. “Never met anyone who named his sword, no. You tend to lose them or break them or even leave them in the bellies of your enemies. Helps not to be sentimental.”

      “But Saint Chisti named his sword. Spine Cleaver.”

      “Now that’s a proper sword name.” My laughter heightened. Ruhi joined in, too.

      “So you won’t name your new one?” she asked. “Isn’t it special?”

      I opened the chest and pulled out the angel sword. The blade was blacker than the darkest sliver of night, but so sharp I could hardly see the edge. Staring at it, I couldn’t help but bring to mind the part I’d played in conjuring that creature. My love for Lunara had made it impossible to say no to her, until the final moment when somehow, I did.

      “Janissary of the Rose” were her last words. It was the nickname Shah Jalal had given me because I was always spouting verses of love for her.

      “Black Rose,” I whispered.

      “Black Rose.” Ruhi grinned toothily. “Now you’re being a poet. I like it. But why rose?”

      “Though destructive it may be, perhaps it could help birth some beauty into this world.”

      “I like that. In your hands, it surely will.”

      Hearing that made me smile; someone believed in me. And as I smiled in her direction, she smiled in mine.

      But what passed between our eyes in that moment was heavier. And I knew she felt it, too, because she glanced away, her cinnamon face redder.

      We let a silence settle. I’m sure she hoped, as much as I did, that it would be less awkward than what preceded it.

      After a minute, the moment passed, and it seemed right to ask her another question.

      “Do you ever feel like you’re carrying too much weight?”

      She shook her head. “Strange to say it, but I feel lighter than a wisp in the wind.”

      Hard to believe. “You never look at children playing in the flowers, and wish that was you?”

      “I don’t want to play in the flowers. I’m where I belong. I’m doing what I was meant to do.”

      “Can’t say I’m not impressed.”

      “With what?”

      “With you. You’re about as strong as this angel metal. Reassuring to have someone like you on my side.”

      “I’m not a fighter or anything.”

      “You’re faithful,” I said. “You’re a calm sea in the storm. And you remind people like me there’s something to fight for. To die for, even.”

      “And what is it you’re willing to die for?”

      Too heavy a question. But I’d set it up, so had to dig into my mind for an answer.

      “Justice. Honor. Righteousness. But not in the abstract. I need to see it. You have better eyes than I do. So tell me, do you see any of that in Kyars?”

      The boat rocked, almost knocking Ruhi toward me. Kinn eased the ride, soon enough.

      “Hit a bad wave,” he shouted. “My apologies.”

      “Kyars spoke to the Disciples the other day,” Ruhi said after steadying herself. “He tried to appear strong. He wanted to be a rock for us, like his father was. But he hid so much sadness and worry. Not for himself, but for everyone who sees him as the Shah of Alanya.”

      Shah Jalal was the same. To the world, he was as unbreakable as that angel metal. But when we were alone with a pitcher of barley water, he would confide his sadness to me, and his pain at seeing others suffer because of the decisions he felt forced to make.

      “You’re hiding something, too.” Ruhi stared into me, her nutmeg pupils growing. “It’s not just the sadness you feel for your wife, is it? No, your sadness is poisoned by… by fear. What are you so afraid of, Kevah?”

      I couldn’t tell her. No matter how strong she was, there was something that could break her. Even the angel metal could be sundered, like Micah’s arm by the Tear of the Archangel. “Never mind my fears. Thank you for caring, though. I may not have your special sight, but I still see justice, honor, and righteousness in you.”

      She shrugged, perhaps burdened by my words. “Are you sure you see all of that in me, Kevah?” Her tone turned a tinge somber. “Or are you only seeing what you want to see?”

      “Maybe I’m seeing what I need to see. There has to be something that separates us from our enemies. From Micah and Heraclius and Cyra.”

      “There is. And I see it in you. I see justice and honor and righteousness. I really do. Is that enough to calm your heart?”

      My heart could never be calmed. Not since the day Lunara disappeared had it enjoyed a sip of rest. And then when Micah murdered Melodi, it boiled. And I feared it would never stop simmering, no matter how many enemies I put in the dirt.
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      We followed in a carriage as Pashang and Gokberk led the riders into the Zelthuriyan Desert. Mother sat next to me and massaged my nervous hand, with Celene sitting across. Next to her, Nora cradled baby Kazin, who’d grown a nice head of curly black hair.

      I’d surveyed our preparations earlier. Chain or lamellar covered every rider, and each kept a composite bow, a full quiver, a boiled-leather shield, and a scimitar or spear, in addition to three spare mares to serve as remounts. About a third carried matchlocks. A few were the fast-firing model the gholam used; most, though, were the older, slower-to-fire models that put you at a disadvantage. Still, if Kyars ordered his gholam out from Zelthuriya, he’d outgun us, so we needed to use whatever we had.

      We kept to a five-part formation, with a front-right Jotrid wing, a back-right Jotrid wing, a front-left Sylgiz wing, and a back-left Sylgiz wing. Saintcursers — our elite — formed a small, forward center. They differentiated themselves with speedier mares, sturdier armor, fast-firing matchlocks, and most of all, a zealous desire to avenge the Children and pay back a thousand years of tyranny.

      No matter how thoroughly armed, trained, and motivated we were, Pashang had made certain to impart that Kato was an expert at countering our tactics. So we had to be cleverer. We needed to stop doing the obvious and improvise. I trusted Pashang in these matters, as mine was not a military mind, though I could certainly contribute.

      The closer we got to Zelthuriya, the redder the sky. That blood-colored cloud beheld by all in Qandbajar last night had drifted this way, and now seemed an ill omen perched in heaven. I could only hope it was an omen against them rather than us.

      “Red in heaven portends miracles,” Celene had said rather giddily at breakfast to assuage my worries.

      “It is a reminder that without the Children, this is a cursed land,” Wafiq had told me when I encountered him in the hallway prior to departing.

      “The Sylgiz believe it is a sign of Lat’s dominion,” Mother had said as we entered the carriage. “Though your father would never leave his yurt whenever the sky glowed like that.”

      I recalled Eshe once telling me it rained blood the day he was born, which could only mean the cloud itself was of blood. Thinking of him still sent a thorn prick to my heart.

      

      “I tried teaching her how to string a bow,” Mother said to Celene. They were still talking about me as the carriage bumped along amid dunes and dryness. “But Lat did not create her for such things. Lat created Cyra for something far grander. I just couldn’t see the pattern in the leaves. Lat forgive me for my blindness.”

      Celene counted my faults on her fingers. “So she could not string a bow, could not pitch a yurt, could not even skin an animal.”

      “That’s not true, Amma,” I said with annoyance. “I skinned many squirrels.”

      “But you never did it quite right,” Mother said. “You never got over your childhood softness, especially when it came to animals.”

      “That’s because I was a child.”

      “You were not. You were a woman by then.”

      “Barely.”

      Mother clasped my hand. Despite my annoyance at her for repeating my childhood faults, her touch was so soothing. I’d been deprived of it since I was thirteen, over ten years ago. Far too long.

      “You can’t be good at everything, Cyra.” Celene leaned forward. “No shame in admitting to that.”

      “I wanted to keep the goats and squirrels as my pets. I admit it. To even ask me to skin them was just cruel.”

      Nora, as usual, kept small and silent. She gazed out the carriage window as we rolled along the parched scrub, her sleeping infant nestled in her arms. Even this bumpy ride couldn’t waken Marot’s child.

      “What were you good at, Nora?” I asked.

      She looked at me the way a goat does at the knife about to slit its throat. “I enjoyed taking care of my sisters.”

      “Lovely.” I gave her my brightest smile. “You are very caring.”

      But it seemed no matter my kindness, she’d never stop fearing me. I wasn’t the one who murdered her family. True, my tribe had done it, but I hadn’t been with them for years when it happened.

      Pashang, on the other hand… I’d seen her smile at him. And he smiled back. I won’t say it didn’t make me jealous, but I also won’t say it poisoned me. The more powerful men who liked her, the more useful she could be. But my husband was a sore point — was I not enough of a woman to have all the influence I needed over him?

      “I wish I had sisters,” Celene said. “Or brothers.”

      I had to ask, “But would your father march across the sea if he had spares?”

      “You don’t march across the sea, you sail.” Celene crossed her arms and grimaced.

      “I, too, was an only child,” Mother said. “You learn to be comfortable all alone. It is its own kind of strength.”

      My mother — an only child… given that I was her last surviving child, it meant I carried not only her lineage, but the lineage of Grandmother and Grandfather, too.

      “Was Grandmother an only child?” I asked Mother.

      Mother shook her head. “Actually, your grandfather was.”

      “Yes. Grandfather. And he was not even Sylgiz, right?”

      “He was Vograsian.” Mother gestured to Nora. “Like this lovely wildflower.”

      “Vograsian.” I’d almost forgotten this fact about my ancestry. Perhaps I’d gotten my softer side from those sheepherders. “From the lands where the Children once dwelt. How wonderful. Although… we Sylgiz are not like the Alanyans. We don’t keep detailed ancestry books, do we, Amma?”

      She shrugged and bit her lip. “We recount our ancestry — we just don’t write it down and put it on display for all the world. We aren’t so poisoned by pride, even though through your grandmother, we go all the way back to Padishah Temur. She used to recite the chain on our birthdays.” Mother’s tone hoarsened. “Whether we like it or not, we are the children of Seluq the Betrayer, as much as the Seluqals. More so, given how their mothers were slaves from countries as far as the Silklands.”

      That was not the fact I wanted to highlight. The fact I wanted to highlight was not even a fact… yet. But you never know the turns life takes. I could only hope I’d be in control, this time.

      

      After hours of riding and chatting and munching on powdered jellies, our carriage halted. A minute later, Tekish, Pashang’s younger brother, opened our door.

      “You’re needed,” he said to me, looking rather wiry in his lamellar. Unlike Pashang, he’d kept fit, and often stayed with his riders, ever an alien to the Sand Palace.

      “What’s happened?”

      “The Abyad tribes sent a man to speak on their behalf.”

      “Who?”

      “Mansur’s son, Hurran.”

      Not a name fresh on my mind, though he was well known in Alanya. “Pashang is his friend, isn’t he?”

      “Aye. Friendship, and that he’s Mansur’s eldest, earns him the right to a brief chat. Seems he only wants to chat with you.”

      Wasn’t expecting a negotiation. It was counter to Pashang’s strategy: attack suddenly to draw out the gholam from Zelthuriya. But we didn’t want to anger Mansur’s children. They were the other side of the fence hemming Kyars in, after all.

      I clung to Tekish’s back, and we rode over the harsh scrub through line after line of eager Jotrids and Sylgiz. Some had to take positions atop dunes to preserve their formation, and so resembled a wave in the sea. And it truly was a sea. A horde. A show of pure power to make me proud. I’d created this alliance out of nothing. My back didn’t enjoy the ride, but it could cry all it wanted. Today was not for comfort.

      At the front of the saintcursers’ formation sat a verdant oasis, with a comely pond and copses of palms. The Abyads had pitched their tents amid and around it, and even from a small incline, I could see a vast, colorful tent city stretching toward the Zelthuriyan Mountains. Each tent featured a decorated door flap, with the most intricate and creative patterns — not the same birds and flowers and geometries so common to Qandbajar. Instead, I saw circles, clouds, waves, and spirals. Tamaz used to say that the desert allowed you a freer mind and spirit.

      Some Abyads stood in front of their tents — sword, matchlock, or spear in hand. Others formed a rabble at the front, facing the saintcursers. These desert folk were not ordered warriors, though they partook in raiding often enough. But open battle against a great host had never been their strength, so no surprise they couldn’t form up. The well-hidden Archers of the Eye would’ve told them we were coming in their direction hours ago, and so if they were more organized and quicker to react, they could’ve fled — though we would’ve ridden them down.

      If they’d now decided to negotiate with us, it might mean they were eager to promise something. Though I wouldn’t ask a price they’d be willing to pay.

      Tekish rode to the side of the crowd and brought me to a vacant patch of desert. An almost ghostly man stood near a dune in flowing, white Abyad garb. Icy skin was not common among the Abyads, and I could hardly believe this man had ever dwelt in the desert. But for whatever reason, he was the one who’d be talking for them.

      Tekish dropped me off a few feet away, and I trundled over to him with the help of my staff.

      “You’re the image of Tamaz.” When Hurran grinned, it revealed his blackened bottom teeth. “It is irony from the poets to see his toppler, of all people, hobbling like him.”

      “I didn’t topple him.” This ghost had plucked at a sore spot. “I loved him like a father, and he loved me like a daughter.”

      “Of course.” A belittling chuckle followed.

      By jabbing at me, he was trying to lower my position in this negotiation. I needed to go on the assault. “Hurran… weren’t you… yes, your father Mansur imprisoned you.” I pointed my finger at him as if it were a dagger. “For murdering the family of Shah Babur’s brother.”

      “Everyone knows my shame. In that, we are alike.”

      “How are we alike? I didn’t tie children to their bedposts and burn them screaming.”

      “No, but you did far worse, Sultana Cyra.” He pointed at the blood cloud, which loomed farther northeast. Right above Zelthuriya. “You brought the blood plague upon us all.”

      I gave him my best snicker. “And why do you blame me for that? How presumptuous.”

      “You’re not as good a liar as you think, Sultana.”

      “Enough childishness.” I conjured my mother’s tone and sighed with annoyance. “What do you have to tell me? And why did the Abyads choose you, of all people, to relay it?”

      “Like Tamaz and my father, I dwelt in the desert until I came of age. All my beloved memories are here, amid these dunes.” He pointed to the ground. “Lat strike me if I’m wrong, but I believe it was this very spot where the sheikh’s wife — a woman with pupils like dancing, celestial spheres — took me into her tent and made me a man at thirteen.” I didn’t need to hear such details, but he seemed eager to tell me. “You see, the people love me as their own, and I love them as mine. The Abyads are not a piece on some board to be moved about by either you or Kyars. They are a free people. They were here long before our ancestors rode down from the Waste. They are as much this desert as the sand we’re standing on, and if you attack them on this most auspicious day, you will make an enemy of the very land you so badly yearn to rule.”

      Such vigor. A true orator. You’d never think he’d been rotting in a dungeon for half a decade… until you looked at his face.

      “Is that all you have to say, Hurran? Do you think I or anyone at my back cares for such appeals? You need to make an offer that I can take to Khagan Pashang and Khagan Gokberk. One that won’t make them even thirstier for blood than they are at this moment.”

      “You hide behind your khagans, but we both know it’s you who breaks the ties on the Council of Seven. That’s why I chose to speak with you and not them, despite being a friend of Pashang’s going back to childhood. Do not attack us, Sultana Cyra. And do not ask for payment from a free people. We will not bend to your tyranny. We will roam these deserts, as we have for over a thousand years, and do as we please. Turn back, before you do something you’ll never stop regretting.”

      How tiresome and toothless.

      “You’re serious? You really think words are enough? And what’s all this ‘we we’ nonsense? Have you ever laid eyes on yourself?” I chuckled mockingly and gestured at his face. “Let me guess… your mother was a Ruthenian slave your father fucked maybe… twice?”

      “Thamesian.”

      “You’re proving my point. You’re not of the desert. You’re a Seluqal. You’re from the same Waste as me, except you’ve even more ice in your veins.”

      My ears would not tolerate more of his empty pleading. A waste of time, though I could at least say I’d humored Mansur’s eldest. Given him the respect of parley. It wasn’t their ilk who’d be dying today, so despite this vain show of virtue, I doubted they’d hold a grudge, especially once we’d swelled our power. Me slaughtering and enslaving thousands of Abyads wasn’t as wicked as Kyars beheading their father, at least in their eyes.

      “You’re not wrong.” Hurran laughed. Suddenly, he seemed so unserious. So childlike in his mockery. “Truth as my god, I’m only standing here because I know.” Another childish chuckle. “I know what you’re trying to do, Cyra. You seek to draw the gholam host into open battle. You think Kyars and Kato will come riding out from behind those mountains to protect these desert dwellers, and then you’ll have him in your horse-piss-smelling hands.” It was like a hysterical jape, the way he laughed. One I wasn’t meant to enjoy because I was the one being shat on. “I might not be on my cousin’s side, but I sure as fuck am not on yours. I’ve already told him what you’re trying to do, and Kato agreed with my assessment. Not a single gholam will leave Zelthuriya, no matter what happens here.”

      “That’s fine with me.” I crossed my arms and tried to seem unrattled. “We’ll have just as much fun without him. They’ll be talking about this Falcon Festival for the next thousand years… if there are any of them left to talk about it.”

      I turned my aching back and trundled toward Tekish, who was jogging his mare. If Hurran was right and Kyars wasn’t coming, this would be a straightforward bloodletting. Most importantly, we could take all the Abyad wealth and use it to reinvigorate Qandbajar: a good enough outcome for me and our alliance. Further, the more the Jotrids and Sylgiz fought together, the more we’d unify. And nothing foments victory like victory: we were creating a story in these lands, one of fear and blood. And no laughing man could deny the importance of fear and blood in forging a dynasty.
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      As soon as we dove beneath the last white cloud for miles, my stomach dropped at the sight of Jotrids and Sylgiz and saintcursers sprawling over the scrub. Kinn’s panicked descent dropped it further.

      Ruhi’s color went from bright sand to dried bark. I watched her face and the waves of dread that washed over it. Her lips and pupils trembled, and her breaths grew quick and shallow.

      I grabbed her frigid hand. “Look at me.”

      She didn’t.

      “Look at me!” I squeezed.

      Her face said so many things her tongue could not.

      “I will not let this happen. And Kyars hopefully won’t, either.”

      Ululating sounded — the grating cadence of these Waste tribes. “Curse the saints!” shook the sky. And then a rumble cracked the earth as the saintcursers galloped around and through the Abyad tent city, firing matchlocks, thrusting spears, and trampling men, women, and children who’d gathered for the Falcon Festival. These saintcursers were in advance of the actual line, behind which thousands more waited. Two tumens of Jotrid and Sylgiz riders, at the least.

      “I did not think her this cruel,” Ruhi said as she stared down, her voice all quavers. “In all of history, no one has ever attacked the Falcon Festival.”

      I threw open my armor case. Grabbed the lamellar-like chest piece. It was light, like janissary battle mail, and easy enough to pull on. Then I slipped into the tassets, and strapped on the leg plates and arm plates and gorget. Each part fit together like the broken pieces of a black vase, snapping into place, just how Ebra had shown me before we departed.

      I pulled on the boots, fixing them to the leg plates. Finally, I took the helmet and placed it on my head; it settled perfectly on the gorget with a snap.

      The visor was see-through, like glass, but made of the same angel-material. I could see clearly and still protect my eyes.

      “Ruhi — are there any gaps on my body?”

      She came close as I stood. She walked around my form, poking and patting me down. “I think you’re as covered in night as can be.”

      With everything on, there was a heaviness that I wasn’t quite used to. I’d never liked to wear mail around my joints, and it would constrain the limpness of my movements. I preferred speed and accuracy to heft, and would have to adjust. A worthy price for the protection this armor promised.

      Ruhi pointed to a line of Abyad men mounted on camels and mares emerging from the rear of the tent city. They each wore a mishmash of chain and plate and held long, wooden matchlocks.

      “They’re fighting back,” she said. “But what hope have they?”

      Given their low numbers, they could only use their lives to purchase time for others to flee into the desert, where the Abyads could hopefully hide. Though the desert doesn’t offer much cover.

      “Kinn!” I shouted. “We have to stop the saintcursers and help those fighting back gain more time for everyone else. Land me behind the line of camels, and then take Ruhi back to Zelthuriya.”

      “I will not hide behind mountains while they slaughter my people!”

      “Someone needs to convince Kyars to send the gho—” I halted my tongue. That was precisely what Cyra wanted. Why else attack the Abyads? Desert dwellers who contented themselves with trade, who by all accounts were in Alanya long before everyone else. It was foolish to make a new enemy, unless by doing so, you could destroy your old one.

      “Why would he even need convincing?” Ruhi spoke with a sudden calmness, her eyes still and placid. As if through fanaa, she’d taken hold of herself. “He will send his gholam. His father was one of us. He would not leave so many to die.”

      “I don’t know.” I didn’t want to wade into the implications of what Kyars should or should not do. I wanted to drop onto the sand, unsheathe my blade, and begin my slaughter.

      The battle noise made it hard to hear myself think. The rumble of horse and camel hooves became a drumbeat, and the war cries and pained shrieks the songstress’ melody. Matchlock blasts, arrows whooshing through the air, spears banging on shields, steel thundering against steel — it all mixed like an oud player running a jagged knife across his strings.

      Black smoke and blood-stench pervaded as we landed behind the line of Abyad camel riders. A stream of old men, mothers, and children in Abyad desert garb flowed from the tent city and into the dune-covered sands. But I knew what they didn’t: the Jotrid back right and the Sylgiz back left were galloping around the tent city and would surround them if they didn’t escape at great speed.

      “Kinn, stay with her,” I said to the colorful chicken as I stepped off the boat and onto hot sand. “Fly her out if she’s even in the barest of danger.”

      “What will you do?” Kinn’s eyes were wide and worried. “You saw how thickly clustered the riders are. How will you cut through them? What do you even hope to accomplish?”

      “Cyra will do all to win. There’s no evil she won’t sully her soul with. Nothing is sacred and nothing is safe.” I gripped my hilt. “And so I must do the same savagery to her horde.”

      Ruhi rushed to help an old woman who’d fallen. Being on the ground, even for a moment, risked death. If the enemy riders created a wall with their horses, the stampede and body crush it would cause could kill just as many as any weapon.

      Kinn fluttered in the air and grabbed my arm with his talon. “Don’t assume they can’t surround you and tear off your armor. You may die here, Kevah! When was the last time you trained with sword?”

      “It’s been a while, true. But what else would you have me do?” I drew Black Rose, the angel metal sighing satisfyingly against the steel scabbard, and stared at the dune in the distance. Atop it, Sylgiz riders loosed arrows at the fleeing Abyads. “I will not run away. I will not cower before Hawwa!”

      I marched forward, kicking up sand as my boots thudded onto earth. Briefly, the groaning of terrified camels became the loudest sound. The Abyad riders held a thin line in the middle of the tent city, likely with nothing but desperation. Man to man, they were no match for a Jotrid or a Sylgiz, Waste tribes bred for war.

      A rider fell off his camel as an arrow pierced his cheek, blood spraying. The panicked camel crashed into another camel, sending that rider tumbling with a thud-thud-thud. An arrow whooshed over my shoulder. A spire of fire erupted as a nearby tent blazed, the crackle and scream of flame overtaking other sounds. I stepped over a wailing woman cradling the blood-drenched body of a boy who must’ve been her son.

      Then a bullet ball hit me in the visor. A flash erupted across my eyes, though I felt no impact. An arrow smashed into my gorget and splintered to pieces. I sloshed through a puddle of camel blood and innards, the stench sweet and sickening.

      I arrived at the front. Saintcurser matchlocks from across a ten-foot gap blasted at the Abyad riders. They’d written their curses on their armor in Paramic calligraphy. May Jamshed the Betrayer burn for eternity blazed in gold across the chest plate of the saintcurser directly at my front, the flames behind me causing it to glisten ever more.

      The Jotrids had some Alanyan accents to their clothes — argus feathers, geometric patterns, and a regal shade of blue. The Sylgiz, meanwhile, wore serious maroon garb, with narrower helmets and coarser vests. It was an important distinction because if I drove them back far enough, I’d have to choose which tribe’s line to face.

      With my heart beating against my plate, I took the heaviest breath of my life and crossed the gap. Bullets hit my angel armor, igniting against it with no bother to my flesh. A foolish Jotrid with bloodlust in his eyes galloped toward me, three-fanged spear forward.

      With a single upward swipe, I cut the spear in two, then stuck my blade in the mare’s side and cut a deep gash across it. The Jotrid jumped off the crashing, crying mare. Soon as he landed, I smashed my gauntlet into his face.

      It tore through his skin and impacted his skull. His brain drenched my fist and smelled like my sweat after a nightmare. He fell onto the scrub, an utter mess.

      As I moved steadily forward, more Jotrids attacked. I was slow to dodge the thrust of a ten-foot polearm. The sharp end impacted my chest plate and cracked; the force fed back to the rider and launched him off his mare. I stabbed him through the neck as he tried to rise, then swiped the legs off a charging mare, causing the rider to crash headfirst and break his neck with a satisfying snap. The blast of matchlock fire rang in my ears; I blocked a bullet ball with my black hand as more whizzed by my helmet.

      The image of Micah the Metal blocking bullet balls with his gunmetal hand struck me like lightning. I ignored it and cut my way through more riders, leaving a trail of death screams and flowing flesh as I climbed up a steep dune, the sand like a waterfall beneath my heavy boots.

      It seemed my advance had created a hole in their front line. I turned to see Abyad camel riders pushing forward to surround the saintcursers who were between the dune I stood upon and another dune. “Praise Lat!” they screamed. The smoke from the battle within the battle obscured it from my sight.

      “Black Ahriyya!” a dismounted saintcurser said as he climbed the dune and fired his matchlock at me. I sprinted and cut him through the heart. He uttered To Lat we belong… and choked on blood. By now, my armor and blade were more red than black.

      A flurry of mounted saintcursers charged up the dune, coming at me from all angles. I swiped and stabbed at the horses, whirling like a dervish. A giant black mare butted me with its head. When it did, its skull cracked. I felt like a five-year-old child had charged me. The horse’s carcass fell on its rider, his legs obviously crushed. I stabbed him through the forehead to silence his shrill anguish.

      The saintcursers who’d recovered after falling off their horses charged toward me or fired matchlocks or loosed arrows. None of it mattered. I took my time and killed each. To give them the faintest praise, none fled, despite carrying that look in their eyes. The death look. They knew I was impenetrable. That I truly was Black Ahriyya come to drag them to the coldest hell.

      Though no attack could harm me, I was sadly still just a man. And after slicing the last saintcurser — cursed to be on this dune with me — through the belly, his coiled intestines spilling, I could not help but heave, taking in so much death stench as I did. Blood-soaked sand, spilled bile, and sweet-smelling char made a home in my throat and lungs. Killing was tiring work, and this lightning in my veins could only take me so far. Could only carry me so long.

      I simply did not have the endurance to slay all forty thousand enemies. Thousands of Abyads would die today. More would likely be raped and enslaved. I could not save them, though I’d doubtless purchased more time for them to save themselves. While I still had some strength in me, I had to make our enemy pay the highest price for this wickedness.

      I had to claim the heart of the evil, two-headed dragon and put the unholy Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance in history’s grave. I had to kill Cyra.

      Whilst up on this dune alone, I surveyed what I could. With the saintcursers behind me, I made out the Jotrid and Sylgiz tumens at my front. Both tribes used the typical ordering system that we also used in Sirm: the smallest unit was ten, and those ten were part of a hundred, who were part of a thousand, which finally composed a tumen of ten thousand. Groups of a hundred riders would maneuver around the battlefield, rotating in and out to remount, never allowing themselves or their mares to tire. As the enemy riders surrounded the smoldering Abyad tent city, they would open new fronts, and they’d doubtless outflank the core of Abyad camel riders. If I could kill Cyra before that happened, it might break their morale and maybe even disintegrate the chain of command.

      Colorful Kinn fluttered to my front.

      “I told you to stay with Ruhi!”

      The bird jumped onto my shoulders and gripped my plates with his talons.

      “You need more help than she. I know where Cyra is.” We’d realized the same thing, then.

      “Wait…” A sharp worry bore its way through me. She was a starwriter, and I doubted my angel armor could save me from the Blood Star — the very thing that birthed the Archangel. “What about Pashang or Gokberk? Perhaps it would be safer to—"

      “I don’t even know what they look like! Time is scarce, is it not?”

      The two khagans wouldn’t be wearing any adornment to distinguish them, in the typical fashion of their tribes. They’d be like any rider amid their respective tumens.

      “Whatever it costs me, we must stop this. Take me to her.”

      Kinn lifted me. As I rose, arrows and bullet balls cried around us. None could impact Kinn, and the ones that hit my armor simply exploded or shattered.

      He lifted me so high, the battle unfurled beneath as if it were between pieces on a map. The Jotrids and Sylgiz riders had now encircled the Abyad tent city and were charging through the lanes from every angle, running down any Abyads unfortunate enough to be astride them. I could only pray Ruhi had already gotten out of that burning mire.

      No purpose in looking down. Kinn carried me toward a bushy hill upon which sat a series of carriages. Scores of riders around the base and atop guarded them. They fired at me as Kinn spread his vibrant wings wide and glided downward.

      He dropped me atop the hill, and I landed with a forward roll. The riders charged, and I charged back. With efficiency, I cut at necks and limbs and torsos, painting the world in flesh, my blade a blur, the only limit my weary bones and racing breaths.
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CYRA

        

      

    

    
      The armored, black-as-abyss warrior absorbed every attack, and his blade sliced through armor and flesh all the same. Bullets wailed when they died against his lamellar, without leaving so much as a dent.

      I watched him from the back window as the carriage driver whipped the horses to gallop. Watched him silence every war cry and scream with precise, death-delivering cuts. Mother clung to my arm and prayed beneath her hurried breaths. Celene tapped her feet nervously. Nora’s hand shook as she stroked her now crying child.

      As we descended the hill, the armored warrior pursued. Worst of all, his feet weren’t touching the ground.

      Ah, so it was Kevah, carried by his veiled jinn.

      I lost sight of him as he hovered over us. A scream sounded from the driver’s direction, along with the all-too-familiar drip of blood and innards.

      I grabbed Mother’s hand.

      “Pray with me,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “For victory.”

      I said in my heart protect and grant me victory, Dreamer. Then I lowered my eyepatch with my other hand.

      Stars shimmered all around me. A blazing blue one vibrated near my forehead, so I touched it and traced a sparkling line to a vibrating white star at my belly. Green stars hovered near my neck, dancing around each other, so I connected them, and they became one with a burst of light. This way, I wrote the pattern, which resembled a letter. I connected all the stars that glimmered with their aggressive cadence, until finally, I touched the screaming red Blood Star.

      The stars disappeared, leaving a wispy afterglow that only I could see.

      I opened the door and jumped with Mother onto the scrub. But not five feet could I hobble when the black warrior landed at our front, his bloodied blade forward.

      I could now see the jinn standing upon Kevah’s shoulders. It had the face of a handsome boy, yet the body of a large, rainbow chicken.

      “Order your riders to stop.”

      I recognized that desperate, hard voice too well.

      “I will not.”

      “I will kill you, Cyra. And I will slay everyone here with you. Then I will murder everyone else you’ve ever loved, guilty or innocent. I will make this earth a sad, lonely cage for anyone who’d even so much as remember your name.”

      “Do not fear, Cyra,” Mother whispered with a tense but resolute expression, as stalwart as a Sylgiz khatun. “We have made our prayer. I beheld the Morning Star in all its glory. Do not doubt that Lat and her Children are with us.”

      I tightened our handhold, ever hopeful. “Did you hear that, Kevah? You’re too late.”

      He could only grunt in fury and frustration.

      “The time of the Seluqals and saints is over,” Mother shouted at him. “The Abyads watched them murder the Children for hundreds of years and did not lift a finger to help. All the blood spilt today is vengeance. Were you a true believer, you’d rejoice at this coming of justice.”

      “Here’s some justice.” Kevah charged, bloodied black blade high.

      Celene burst between Mother and me and came to our front, causing Kevah to halt suddenly.

      “I won’t let you hurt Cyra.” Celene pushed her arms in front, as if they could shield her.

      Kevah thrust his black blade into Celene’s neck. But before it could pierce her, a bright light blazed at her front, and the point of his blade smashed into it with a rippling aurora.

      “The angels are here.” Celene sounded so giddy. “They will not let you triumph.”

      Kevah wound up again and came down at my head. But once more, a bright light immersed the air, and the black blade could not break through.

      “It is Marot’s gift to me,” Celene said. “You cannot harm those under my protection!” More likely, it was my prayer for victory that stopped him.

      Kevah charged at us. But he only recoiled against the blazing wall of white light and could come no closer.

      “You’re all protected by evil. I swear, so long as I’ve breath to spare, I will slaughter each of you. And I will not make it quick. My mercy is drier than this fucking desert.”

      “It was your obstinance that led to this.” I let go of Mother’s hand, walked past Celene, and stood mere inches from his helmeted face. “You could have made peace. I gave you every chance. All death today is on you. And whatever is born from my prayer is on you, as well.”

      He raised his visor. The man was crying, tears heavy on his reddened eye bags. Not so mighty anymore. But he was not looking at me. He was looking at the sky.

      I turned to see what captivated him. The blood cloud over the Zelthuriyan peaks bulged and broadened, encompassing most of heaven. It billowed lower toward the ground, the way a sack expands when blown with air.

      I could swear I heard screams coming from it. The longer I stared, the more I noticed other oddities: lines and shapes would poke out of the red fluff. They resembled limbs and tentacles.

      “I think you’re needed elsewhere, Kevah.” I gave him my proudest smile. “Whatever that thing is, it doesn’t look good for the people squatting in Zelthuriya. Mayhap your rose-haired princess is among them?”

      As soon as I said it, Kevah launched into the air, his jinn carrying him toward Zelthuriya with wide, colorful wings.

      I let out a pained sigh and let my wall fall. Tears gushed out of even my abyssal eye.

      Mother rubbed my shoulder and hugged me. “You see, dear daughter? Lat and the Children protect you. You have a destiny that Ahriyya’s slave cannot overcome.”

      We were not protected by Lat, nor her Children, nor the angels. It was Hawwa who protected us. It was Hawwa who’d given me power, and it was Hawwa whom I’d just prayed to. Who would assuredly grant us victory… in her own, accursed way.

      While Kevah flew toward Zelthuriya, our riders trampled the Abyad resistance. We’d given them instructions to capture as many Abyads as they could. But it would be a frenzy in that burning tent city, so obscured by smoke, and instructions oft come second to urge in the heat.

      The blood cloud now immersed the whole mountain range in crimson fog. Zelthuriya thoroughly bathed in it. Whatever the blood plague could conjure, it would awaken there. Something wicked was about to be birthed in the holiest city on earth, and it was all by my handhold.

      I’d committed to this path. No forgiveness. No straightening. No being good again. I’d passed the signpost of no return when I’d summoned Hawwa’s hand to crush Lat, when I’d brought the blood plague to Alanya, when I’d willed thousands of gholam to burst into beautiful blood.

      But even after all that, I knew in my soul that whatever I’d done today, it would be so much worse. And I couldn’t help but feel a creeping despair reach up to my neck.

      I stared at my hands and whispered, “What did I just summon?”
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BASIL

        

      

    

    
      The blood cloud thinned into a wispy, pink haze. Amid it, glowing sandstone buildings appeared. The pillars, so lofty and ornate, towered toward high heaven. The open doors between them, decorated with the brightest paints, for a moment seemed holy even to me. The red mountains were peering and rigid, and the passages between vivified by wavy lines that resembled the sea.

      And then I heard the hymns. The quavering chants of my legions, who prayed in the face of terror. The Archangel had heard us as we cried for succor within a cloud of boiling blood.

      The hymns became the wind around me, and I could now behold my men, scattered about the wine-colored haze, running in confusion amid the strange, sandstone pillars and doors.

      “We are here!” I shouted. “Draw your shields and spears! The Archangel’s divine wind has carried us into the belly of the unbelievers. Into their hallowed chasms. Into unholy Zelthuriya itself!”

      My legionaries found their centurions and formed up. All were armored and weaponed, despite not having been in battle. You don’t stare down a blood cloud without your spear, shield, and armor. We’d discussed how to fight within Zelthuriya: in square formations, shields forward, one man crouching and another standing because the enemy could be anywhere — up on a peak or an overhang, in a cave, or even beneath the sand.

      I clutched my spatha and crept along a sandstone wall, which was formed from the side of a mountain. A troop of legionaries followed at my back, now silent and focused on spotting Saint-King Zafar’s army.

      A cave mouth appeared at my front. Within it flickered candlelight, though the pink haze had spread within, suffocating the glow. I hand-signaled to my men to approach in silence, then crept in.

      A cough sounded ahead. I followed it. A portly woman, who resembled my first wife, sat on an emerald carpet in garb that flowed like a sparkling river. She glared at me. I glared at her. Her eyes grew until they became grapes, and in that moment, it felt like that awful time when I’d walked in on my whore mother and her friend, who happened to be the captain of a trireme I would sink many years later.

      I cut her throat as soon as she howled. Blood sprayed through the haze as bootsteps sounded at my back and front.

      A man in golden chainmail approached from deeper in the cave. His skin was the color of spring topsoil, like the people from the kingdoms south of Alanya. He beheld me as if he were dreaming, then raised what he was clutching: a long, wooden, calligraphy-covered stick with metal parts and a slender, circular mouth.

      I rushed forward and swiped at his neck; he fell and spat blood. Then a deafening pop-pop-pop burst through the air around me. The legionaries at my back screamed. Something zipped by my ears at thunderous speed. Like a firefly, it left a fiery trail of light through the haze. It was as if they were loosing fire arrows faster than we could see.

      “Forward attack!” I shouted.

      Legionaries charged through the haze and into the cave depths. Metal screamed at metal, shrieks erupted from dying throats, and blood and innards flew, though I could scarcely see who we were fighting.

      Soon enough, it was over. Though we’d won the bout, my legionaries covered the cave floor — bloody, burning holes in them. I bent down next to a man with a smoking wound over his heart. I reached into the red eruption and pulled out something so hot, I immediately dropped it with a thud. Still, my hand came away with burns, though it was a pleasing sort of pain.

      “Archangel bring you near,” I said as the soldier groaned at death. His name was Philip. He had a comely wife from the Caecaran coast, and he died muttering prayers.

      Covered in his blood and flesh, a metal ball lay on the floor. So this was the weapon of the golden warriors. But how did it fly so fast and straight? And just who were these soil-skinned, gold-wearing fighters? The peoples of Himyar and Alanya were bitter enemies; as their conqueror, I would know. Besides, from where had they learned to loose metal fire? Was it another of Marot’s forbidden teachings?

      I got up and hurried back to the cave mouth. Just outside, the sweet siren of battle resounded. Legionaries kept to their tight formations and struck against forces I could not see through the bloody fog. Though they’d be surprised by our sudden coming, we were just as surprised to be here. And though we outnumbered them, they had their magic metal fire. To take this city, we’d have to kill them all. Kill everyone we laid eyes on.

      Something black flashed above my head. It dove downward like a meteor and landed in the distance. The screams there turned thick and shrill.

      I spotted my First Spear. “Prefect!” I called.

      Prefect Herakon jogged toward me, his gray eyes showing through his visor. They were reddened like the cloud around us.

      “Lord Imperator — what the fuck is going on?”

      “Let me figure that out.” I clutched his armored cheeks. “You have one task. Speak no words to mollify, and spare no soul.”

      He nodded hurriedly. “Spare no soul.”

      “Tell the legions that this is the day we end the Latian faith and open the way to the east for all of time — what little of it remains till the End of Epochs.”

      “As you say, Opener.”

      I turned around and went back to the cave. I walked deeper in, spatha forward, legionaries at my back. A gold-clad soldier charged me with a spear. I sidestepped and found his knee gap with my edge. After he tumbled to the ground, I stuck my blade through his head, coming away with flecks of brain.

      I continued through a narrow throat. Unlit candles sat in the niches lining the way. A dead end. Within a metal cage sat a black shroud covered in golden Paramic letters. So, this was one of their shrines. From the maps the captured Abyads had made for us, most of the larger shrines were on the main road, which sprouted paths to every district in the city. If we were indeed near there, this site would do well as a command seat.

      I found the senior-most centurion among the soldiers I was with. He had much gray in his beard and plenty of hard lines above it. Antiochus was his name, and I knew him as a true man, a model of strength and faithfulness.

      “From now until this city becomes silent as the sea after a storm, we are in battle. Remind the legions that Zelthuriya has many secrets that the enemy will doubtless use against us.”

      “Understood, Lord Imperator.”

      “Glory to the Archangel.” I put a gauntleted hand on his shoulder. “This is the reward for passing his trials. Is it not incredible?”

      “It is a true miracle. It would be most blessed to die this day, with my heart full of faith.”

      “No, Antiochus. There are yet more rewards on offer. We will all attain the closest Paradise to the Archangel if we see this journey to its end.” I gave his shoulder a loving squeeze. “Now, on with your duty.”

      “As you command, Opener.”

      

      It took hours to restore command to my scattered forces. By now, I knew where most of my legions were, and even what each cohort was doing. Meanwhile, bodies stunk in the streets, all amid an ethereal blood haze. Most of our enemies had barricaded themselves within the caves and shut the massive sandstone doors. I knew from the siege of Tinbuq that palm trunks would splinter against them; naught but the staunchest battering rams chiseled of hardest oak could break through.

      Their cowardly tactic gave us free reign to seize district after district. First, we took the forum, surrounding the golden warriors who’d occupied the open, ovular stage. For each one we killed, we lost ten to twenty legionaries. The speed of their magic fire outmatched our arrows, swords, and spears. And even when they fought with their gleaming, curved swords our armor tore like cloth.

      We swarmed the main residential district, with its many cave mouths across the mountain faces. The golden warriors hid within the houses and waited for us to open the doors. We fell into their traps, and our bodies piled up high as the mountains. But with numbers, we won.

      The market district was no easier to take. With the dream of victory fueling us, we surrounded it from its narrow passages, and did not stop until we’d emptied every crevice of each hovel, dome, and cave of life.

      Hour by hour, death prevailed. Bodies of all sizes piled into walls and mounds. Puddles of blood fattened into lakes which bloated into seas. The flesh of our friends and enemies became our raiment, and many of us would meet our angels wearing them. Screams weakened to whimpers withered to serene silence. The air smelled and tasted like the insides of a great, bloody beast felled by a million legionaries. Life was an unwelcome guest mugged at a tavern in the middle of a desolate land.

      Now all that remained were the shrines with their closed, column-lined doors. Of the greatest import was the Shrine of Saint Chisti.

      Upon returning from the successful storming of the market district, I went to the command cave, which was on the same street as the Shrine of Saint Chisti. Antiochus ran through the haze, toward me. “It is true, Lord Imperator. I have sighted him.”

      “And?”

      “It is just as the men say. He wears black armor covered in blood. His sword is black and caked in men’s innards. On impact, our weapons shatter against any part of him.”

      “The saint-king… where did he get these evil magics? Could the magus have conjured it?”

      “Whatever the answer, I fear if we do not stop this black warrior, he will kill us all.”

      “We’ve created a bulwark, at the least. If he tries to cut through it, surround him and rip him to pieces.”

      “Aye, Lord Opener.”

      I grunted from weariness and frustration. “What of food and water?”

      “The water pools are drier than a tavern wench at midnight, and we know not how to open the sluices to refill them. Archangel be praised, there is grain in the market to last us days.”

      “Good. Have you found my son?”

      When Antiochus shook his head, it almost fell off his neck. We’d have to break from fighting to rest, soon enough. “No sighting of lovely Doran, Lord Imperator.”

      It had already been an arduous march through the desert the day before. Our bones would fall out of our skins, next. We needed respite. Even that black warrior would tire... if he was man and not monster.

      “Lord Imperator!” a familiar voice called. But not the one I wanted to hear.

      Tomas walked toward me through the haze. He had an eager look in his honey-colored eyes, and a bloodied gladius on his belt.

      “Archangel keep you, Tomas. What a cooling sight to see you alive amid all this.”

      “Apologies for not coming sooner, Lord Imperator, but I was searching for a way outside.”

      “And?”

      “I found the southern passageway. It led out into the same desert we’d camped in before the blood cloud took us. Except there is another army there, now.”

      I grabbed my waterskin and chugged a mouthful. “What are you talking about? What army?”

      “I saw a horde of Rubadi. Tens of thousands of them, arrayed across the sands.”

      “Are you telling me we are trapped in this place?”

      “Well… there is the northern passage.”

      “The Abyads say the northern passage is hidden, winding, and treacherous.” I paced around in an agitated fury. “I don’t understand. How can a Rubadi horde be encamped where we just were? Our scouts would’ve sighted them days ago.”

      “I had… the strangest interaction with them, Lord Imperator. At first, we could not understand each other, and so fidgeted about with signs. Then they sent forward a young girl, bright of hair and skin, like the maidens across the Yunan Sea. But she spoke some… twisted Western dialect, one I have never heard the like of and therefore suffered to grasp.” Tomas wiped sweat off his neck with his blood-stained sleeve. “After flailing about with signs and words proved fruitless, they sent forward another girl, this one strikingly beautiful. And I mean striking — you of all men would like her. Dark of hair, with such glistening eyelashes. And a tender voice, too, with just the subtlest innocent quavering. She spoke our language like the apostles themselves. She served as translator between me and the leader of the Rubadi, who was a one-eyed woman of rare beauty. And I mean rare — perhaps too rare for you, but I enjoyed the sight of her, so tall and proud. She referred to her horde as the ‘Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance.’”

      I groaned from the tedium. “I think you needs take a wind wife, Tomas. You do realize entire legions have perished today. We’ll have plenty of time to admire their women once all their men are bloating beneath the sand.”

      “Apologies, Imperator, but these were just some of the strange qualities of these Rubadi folk. You see, when I told her I was representing the peerless legions of Imperator Basil the Breaker — the Opener and Succor of the Believers, the Right Hand of the Archangel — they took me for a mummer.”

      “They did not believe you? Why?”

      “They insisted you were long gone and have been so for seven centuries.”

      I let out a dry chuckle. “Now that’s one I’ve yet to hear.”

      “They were entirely serious, Lord Opener. They also insisted that we need to depart. They said we could claim whatever we wanted within Zelthuriya, but that if we remained past sunset tomorrow, they would enter the city and slay everyone within, us included.”

      Now I let out the weariest sigh of this long year. It was all such a jape. The question is, whose jape was it?

      “So we have an enemy inside and an enemy outside. But if they aren’t rushing in already, then they aren’t allied with the saint-king. Let’s ignore the Rubadi, for now. We must open the shrines. The streets are ours, but we don’t know the secrets of these caves. We are not safe until we hollow them out. Until Saint-King Zafar surrenders, and declares me Imperator of Alanya.”

      “Agreed, Lord Imperator.” Tomas rubbed his utterly worn eyes. “There is also the problem of the demon in black. Did you know he can fly?”

      “Fly?”

      “He flew up toward the mountain peaks, just as I was coming here. Even demons need rest. They say he single-handedly slew a thousand men.”

      Two fucking cohorts wiped out by a single man?

      I got close to Legate Tomas’ ear and said, “I know we must not show fear in the face of terror. The men need us to be unyielding. But as I have often done, I must reveal to you my true feeling. I am afraid — of the magic fire, of the black demon, of the golden warriors with their mighty armor and swords, and of the Rubadi at the gate. We did not sight any of these when we conquered Qandbajar, nor did the Abyads we captured speak of these strange things. So I ask you, by the Archangel, what the fuck is happening?”

      “You tell me.” Tomas laughed and shook his plump head. “It is as if…”

      “As if what?”

      “As if we are not in the Zelthuriya we came to claim. As if we are in some… other Zelthuriya.”

      “Other Zelthuriya?”

      “I think if we want to begin making sense of things, we need captives to talk to. If we kill them all, how will we understand?”

      Tomas just wanted a wind wife to stick his scepter in, that much was certain. But the situation was calmer now. Perhaps we could relent while holding to what was prudent.

      “Your point is well made. Give the order, then, to make prisoners of women and children, and the commanders among the enemy’s men. And nothing should be burned or destroyed that could be of use.”

      Antiochus came marching through the haze. “Lord Imperator, the occupants barricaded within the Shrine of Saint Chisti wish to speak with you.”

      “Finally, some good fucking news.” I gestured to Tomas. “Let’s go.”

      

      With a wall of legionaries around me, I walked toward the towering, bright-yellow double door that guarded the shrine of the greatest Latian saint. A wall of golden warriors stood at its front. All were dark of skin, save one whose color and nose were akin to a Qandbajari.

      The blood haze loomed thickest here. Bodies of warriors, women, and even the young covered the road, beside ravines of flesh and blood. The stench would knock most men into a sleep; thankfully, I could endure it and took pleasure in knowing the victory these deaths had bought.

      I relinquished my arms, and so did they. The door to the shrine stood slightly ajar, obviously to provide them with an escape. Perhaps we could seize the opportunity to pour inside before they could shut it, but that would be acting in bad faith. No, I would not attempt to harm them. I was feared by reputation, true, but also known to act with honor. That appearance was not worth breaking when we’d already conquered most of the city. I’d need my reputation — both for fear and honor — when we marched east.

      What worried me, though, were the peaks that surrounded us. The black warrior was said to have flown up unto them. At any moment, he may descend and begin again his blood orgy. As the Imperator of Holy Crucis, I would doubtless be his target.

      I faced the Qandbajari man in golden armor. I didn’t speak any Paramic, though Tomas could somewhat. Better than him was Tribune Markos, my chief strategist, but he was occupied ensuring the legions rotated in a manner that kept men fed and rested.

      A towering, long-bearded man in golden armor said in Crucian, “I am Abunaisaros, leader of the Archers of the Eye who hail from the once great kingdom of Labash. You may call me Abu. I have noticed that no one in your army speaks common Crucian. It is as if your tongues can only utter the language of Angelsong. Why is it that you only speak Old Church Crucian?”

      Was Labash not a great kingdom anymore? This was not the time to ask.

      “What is ‘Old Church Crucian?’” I asked. “We speak the common language of Kostany. Indeed, it is what the apostles spoke, and the holy tongue of Angelsong.”

      Not even the barest satisfaction shown in the long-bearded man’s eyes, as if he did not wish to accept my answer. “Your men claim to be fighting for Imperator Basil the Breaker. Am I correct to assume that is you?”

      “Aye, I am Imperator Basil. ‘Breaker’ is a strong title, but I prefer my truer one. Opener.”

      “Our faith, that of the Eastern Ethosian Church, teaches that Basil the Opener will only return in the dismal days just prior to the End of Epochs. He is among its greatest signs.”

      “Return?” I opened my palms. “Where did I go?”

      The Qandbajari man said something to Abu in haste and anger.

      “Apologies,” Abu said. “Though I am trying earnestly to ascertain your true identity, in actuality, I am here to act as translator in service to His Glory, Shah Kyars of Alanya.”

      “What is a shah?”

      Abu glared at me with such disdainful disbelief. “He is the leader of the Seluqal House of Alanya. The ruler of Alanya.”

      I tried to look past them, beyond the dark folds of the door. “Where is Saint-King Zafar?”

      Abu said something to Shah Kyars. Shah Kyars responded in a tone filled with tired annoyance.

      “Saint-King Zafar died seven centuries ago in his bed in Qandbajar. Why do you ask for him?”

      Either this was some bizarre ruse by the saint-king, or the blood haze had turned them mad.

      “How many are in the shrine?” I asked, trying a different tack.

      “You cannot get inside,” Abu translated for Shah Kyars. “Not without great loss. Every Archer of the Eye and gholam will die to protect the shrine.”

      “Didn’t you say you were an Ethosian?” I asked Abu. “Why die for disbelievers?”

      “We are people of honor, who faithfully serve the Shah of Alanya. We swore an oath in the Archangel’s name.”

      “Honor I can understand. And faithfulness, too.” I gave them my most disarming smile. “I’ve no hostility toward Shah Kyars of Alanya. Turn over Saint-King Zafar, and I’ll let the rest of you leave through the southern passage.” I would not tell them about the Rubadi horde waiting outside it.

      Abu translated for Shah Kyars, who then muttered something drenched in rage.

      “Shah Kyars says that you are asking the impossible. There are no saint-kings here. And if it is their corpses you want, then know they were all burned and disposed of when the Jotrids and Sylgiz conquered Qandbajar.”

      I glanced at all the tired, dread-filled faces at my front. So many emotions must’ve laid beneath what they were showing me — anger, most of all. Why would they waste our time with these dreams of nonsense?

      “Is this some ruse to trick me into letting the saint-king live?” Spittle flew from my mouth as I raised my voice. I angrily pointed at the yellow door. “I must have Zafar, and I will have that magus, also.” What was his name?

      I turned and asked Tomas what the magus’ name was. Tomas shook his head, as if he could not remember it, either.

      “You speak of Magus Kevah?” Abu asked.

      I didn’t recognize the name, but perhaps that was it. “Where is he?”

      “We don’t know,” Abu translated for Kyars. “But he will come for you, should you remain in our holy city. You will find no rest from bloodshed.”

      Could it be that the magus and the black demon were one and the same? If so, he wasn’t merely posturing when he stayed staunch during our fruitless parley yesterday. He was hiding powers I could not match.

      “Where is the northern passage?” I asked.

      Kyars shook his head as Abu translated, “Well hidden, and we’ve no reason to help you find it.”

      “Then why are we even talking? You won’t give us the saint-king. You persist in uttering naught but madness. Go crawl back into your shrine. We’ll break down those doors soon enough and have ourselves a bloodbath. You will not see our honorable side. We will not spare your women-folk and young from our wrath and appetites.”

      Kyars glared at me with fire when Abu translated my words.

      “Shah Kyars will not surrender,” Abu said. “You may have taken this city, but you are amid an endless sea of Latians. Every kingdom for a thousand miles will come for you.”

      Another gold-clad soldier, who was like obsidian in both color and hardness, muttered something at me in anger. Abu did not translate it, but it was obviously a curse.

      “I don’t even want Shah Kyars.” I grinned at the angry golden warrior. “I don’t even know who Shah Kyars is, or what he rules. My demands will not change. I want the saint-king — alive — I want the magus — dead is fine — and I want the location of the northern passage. Absent this, you will all perish by the morrow. My mercy dries up by the second, so best decide with haste.”

      I walked away, more confounded than I’d ever been. They all seemed utterly sincere and desperate. But how in all hells could they put forward some other king and claim that Saint-King Zafar had been dead seven hundred years? Strange that the Rubadi khatun outside the city claimed that I’d been gone the same length of time. Were the two colluding in some grand farce?

      As I walked through my soldiers toward the cave I’d turned into my command seat, a dreadful thought bubbled into my mind: what if this wasn’t a ruse or madness?

      “Some other Zelthuriya,” Tomas had said. What if he was right?

    

  







            12

          

          

      

    

    







KEVAH

        

      

    

    
      The billowing blood fog that covered Zelthuriya’s thoroughfare thinned. I beheld the armored Crucian leader storming away from Kyars, Kato, and Abu. Shield bearers surrounded him. I stood upon my rocky perch, brandished Black Rose, and said to Kinn, “Now! Take me right over him!”

      The colorful chicken shook his head, a feather flying off. “Too many soldiers. If they—”

      “I don’t fucking care. I’m not letting this happen again. Fly me down or I will jump down myself.”

      How many had I already slain? Hundreds? Thousands? But what did the number matter? The enemy was more numerous than sand, as if the blood fog itself were conjuring these strange Crucians.

      I’d slept for an hour up on this overhang, whilst Kinn kept lookout. I’d eaten dates he’d scavenged and drank from waterskins he’d snatched. I’d rested and fueled myself and now yearned to end this.

      “Let’s go, Kinn.”

      The jinn grabbed my shoulder plates, lifted me, and spread his wings. The blood fog streamed into my nostrils and ears, pressuring them. We glided over the mass of shield-wielding Crucians, until we were right over the leader.

      “Now!”

      Kinn let go, and as I fell, I readied myself. I landed atop some poor fool and crushed him beneath my boots. Then I swiped in a full circle, sundering armor and flesh and shields and heads, painting the world in many shades of metal and one shade of red.

      But the leader, somehow, backstepped in time to evade my strike, and now his soldiers shielded him.

      My ears rang from all the rageful shouting. I tried to wade forward through the endless wall of shield-bearing Crucians, carving them as I lifted my legs toward the man who’d just parleyed with Kyars.

      And then I felt the squeeze and pull. They were not fighting me. They grabbed my arms and legs and neck and head and pulled. Pulled so hard, my bones bent within my armor. Sweat and blood and flesh from my desperate sword swinging covered us all, and I feared this was the end.

      I broke free, sliced through the air, and felled an entire line of shield bearers. Finally, I beheld the face of their leader. He was not Micah, come back, as I’d feared. He was shorter, older, frailer, with gray flecks in his beard. He resembled Murad more than he did Micah. But his oak-brown eyes beheld me with a calm curiosity. All I needed to do was lunge forward, but I could not move my arms for how much the soldiers behind and to the sides yearned to pull me apart.

      “I’m getting you out of here!” Kinn sounded like he was a thousand miles away.

      I struggled to move. So many hands yanked at my limbs. So much pressure. But they could not break through the armor. They could not separate me from it. All they could do was restrict my movements.

      One tried to seize my sword. A hand pulled at the pommel, yanking it like the tentacle of an octopus. I moved my head just enough to smash my helmet into his face. His skull cracked open with a burst of sinew.

      And then they all jumped on top of me. Bodies obscured the pink light of day. I was truly mired. Breathless. Thoughts drained out, along with the power to move my bones.

      Then and there, I feared I’d died.

      

      I awoke in a tent. Muted Abyad colors adorned the inner walls amid the somber moonlight shining through the cloth seams. A coarse camel-skin blanket covered me, and a soft, Alanyan-style carpet served as my pallet. The pillow, too, sported an Alanyan floral design, and it was the perfect fluff for my raging headache.

      “I had the worst fucking dream,” I muttered.

      I turned to my right to see Kinn sitting in a duck posture.

      My black armor was strewn about the floor between us. Black Rose lay sheathed in its scabbard by my side.

      “It was no dream. I barely got you out of Zelthuriya. You’re safe, in a distant Abyad camp, for now.” Kinn fluttered toward me and landed near my head. “If you’d like a pleasant dream, I can give you one.”

      “How about one that lasts forever?”

      “There’s no such thing. Now rest. You’re the only hope within a thousand miles.”

      What a burdensome, unrestful thing to say. “I’m not the only magus left on this earth. Doesn’t Shah Babur have two or three serving him?

      “Kashan is five hundred miles away.”

      “Will they ignore what happened to our holy city?”

      “I can’t imagine that. A magus has a duty to defend the faith.”

      I rested my head on the pillow, ready to dream. “What even happened, Kinn? It’s all a bloody blur.”

      “A Crucian army appeared out of nowhere. Just like in Kostany.” Why did he have to say it so plain?

      “Not out of nowhere. Out of a cloud of blood… born from Cyra’s star magic.”

      “As you say.”

      Desert crickets chirped in the night, a calming sound that allowed my bones to melt into the pallet. So preferable to the screams that had filled my ears for hours.

      “If I’m the only hope here, we’re all doomed.”

      “Remember that you’re not alone.” His voice quavered with a hollow hopefulness. “You’ve never been. We’re all with you.”

      “Find Sadie,” I said as I drifted to a wave-filled, dark place. “Don’t return until you do.”

      

      The peaceful, boring village of Tombore surrounded me. Sadie stood at my side. Melodi, too. We all lived in a cottage near one of the Syr Darya’s tributaries. Each day while enjoying the river breeze, I heated and pounded metal with my hammer. Each evening, I recited Taqi, luxuriating in the subtlety of his verse. And I’d sip barley water and puff cherry-flavored hashish till my mind was softer than silk. Sometimes I’d teach Melodi a thing or two, like how to fix leather sandals. And every new moon, Sadie and I would venture into the greenest part of the forest, where we’d make love near a waterfall, the jinn of the Jann tribe watching.

      The dream felt like forever. A gift from Kinn.

      But I awoke, and like the desert snowfall come spring, it all melted from my mind.

      I got up and stumbled out of the tent.

      The sun loomed low in the east and cast a mellow glow upon the oasis. Tents sat amid palms and ponds and low grasses, though they were spread out rather than clustered. Camels sipped at the pond, while others sat with their heads in soft sand — their sleeping posture.

      I stripped and walked into the pond. The water only reached my thighs, but that was plenty. I washed layers of sweat off. Doused my head as camels watched and chewed cud.

      I couldn’t ignore the fear eating me: was Sadie dead?

      I sat in the pond and poked at it. The shrines and caves were the perfect place to hide. And during that long day of fighting, I’d noticed most of the shrine doors shut. The Crucians could not overcome those sandstone doors easily, not without a bomb or battering ram. And then they’d face gholam matchlock fire as they stormed the interiors.

      No, she wasn’t likely to be dead. But Sadie as well as Kyars, Kato, and the Disciples would be, soon enough, if no one helped them.

      A woman wailed, somewhere amid the tents deeper in the oasis. The camels raised their necks at the sound, their little ears shifting as the mourning wail heightened and lowered in pitch. During the siege of Rastergan, a woman would wail each morning, with such regularity that I’d time the start of my guard duty by it. I’d stand on the crumbling western wall, rub my icy hands together, and watch Heraclius have breakfast upon his hill whilst ordering his sappers to blow us up. And the woman’s wail, which at first sent shivers through me, became an almost warming comfort in the background. I remember thinking that if only I could survive that siege, I could return to Lunara and live my remaining life in comfort and love.

      All I could do now was laugh at that boy.

      Footsteps crunched on grass. I turned to see a girl with bloodrunes all over her face.

      Thankfully, the water covered my nakedness. Still, I wanted to climb out and hug her, for all the relief I felt.

      Ruhi sat at the pond’s edge.

      I did not know what to say. And it seemed, neither did she.

      She swirled the water with her bloodrune-covered hand. “You eaten anything?”

      “A few dates.”

      “You were in Zelthuriya from sunset to sunset. You must be hungry.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not.”

      “You hurt anywhere?”

      “No. Where are we, exactly?”

      “An oasis deep in the desert.”

      Neither of us wanted to be weak, it seemed. I rubbed my cheeks; my hands were already wet, so I couldn’t tell if I was crying. Likely not. I was too husk-like within.

      “I don’t know if my family survived any of it.” Ruhi shut her eyes, hard, but the tears leaked anyway. “I don’t know whether any of my fellow Disciples are alive. I don’t know whether any of my friends are still breathing.”

      She was of these sands. What an uncountable tragedy for her. The end of her world. While I had to worry about the few I cared for, she had scores or perhaps hundreds to worry herself to death over.

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

      “Even my fanaa cannot block out this feeling.”

      “Perhaps it’s not meant to.”

      “It’s worse than the hell-spawned pain of the bloodrunes.”

      I wished I could say it would ease. But what a lie that would be. Mayhap she needed a comforting lie, like the dream Kinn had gifted me. A merciful falsehood.

      “All we can do now is fight,” I said. “Not much else to it. Life becomes a series of battles, each spawning the next. You’ll kill your enemies, but then you’ll make more, so you’ll have to kill them, too. And on we go.”

      “Is that really how it will be from now on?”

      “You can always run away. Or you can forgive. Both are cowardly paths. Both are, in their own way, evil.”

      “Forgiveness is evil?”

      I nodded, so certain of my hatreds. “It is the most insidious evil. To grant mercy to those who corrupt the land… are you not to blame for their wickedness, then? Justice is the only good. And nothing is more just than a limb for a limb, a life for a life.”

      She held out her hands. “But I am not a fighter. I am not a killer.”

      “Then let me do it on your behalf.”

      “I would not place such a burden upon you.”

      “Burden?” I laughed, and it was such a relief. “I’m as bloodthirsty as it gets. Do you think I didn’t enjoy what I did, from sunset to sunset? Do you think it didn’t please me to send so many souls to the coldest hell? It is my greatest joy. And I crave more.”

      She looked at me as if she never knew me. “How can you say such things, Kevah? Even Saint Chisti only fought wars in defense. Only conquered when he had to.”

      “Does it surprise you? My father raised me for one purpose — to slaughter our enemies. I will never not take pleasure in it. It is almost divine. At least, now, I know for certain there is no other open path. No matter where I turn, all roads end in blood.”

      I got up, walked past her tearful form in my full nakedness, and returned to my tent. I wrapped the coarse camel blanket around myself and lay down, wetting everything. I didn’t need clothes. The dark armor and sword were the only adornment I desired. With them, I could finally kill every evil man and woman. True, it would be slow. I’d get tired. But I could slaughter until they all met their just ends. And for those whom evil itself protected, like Cyra, I could kill everyone they loved, and everyone who loved them. I could make this life their prison of pain, as they’d done to so many others.

      Ruhi followed me inside. She knelt at the base of my bed, facing me, tears glistening like diamonds over the bloodrunes on her face.

      “Have you seen Kinn?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I can’t see the unseen. But I did see him fly you here, though you were asleep.”

      “I do often forget that fact.” I grumbled.

      “You need clothes?” How flatly she said it. There was no spirit in her. And yet she was still trying to help with the little things.

      “Suppose so.”

      She went to a small chest in the corner and took out a white, ankle-length caftan. “Is this suitable?”

      I nodded.

      She dropped it on my carpet and sat back down. Poor girl. I’d inflicted my rageful dogma upon her. She didn’t need to hear my bloodlust. No, she was faithful. There were many comforts for loss in the Recitals of Chisti. Better balms than my bile.

      I knew that face she wore. Staring at the ground, mouth ajar. Your eyes forget to blink, and you wonder why they’re dry. I’d seen that empty stare on many young men and women, in all the wars I’d fought. Shock — simple as it sounds. No remedy for it but time.

      I was in shock, too. The numbness in my chest proved as much. Good. Not feeling is a mercy.

      The steady beat of camel hooves striking the ground sounded from outside the tent flap. Seconds later, a pale man entered, wearing the black frock of an Abyad sheepherder.

      “You,” I said to Hurran. “What are you doing here?”

      “Am I intruding?”

      Ruhi and I shook our heads.

      “Jotrids and Sylgiz hunting parties are scouring the scrublands,” he said. “Our scouts sighted some a few miles away.”

      “Our scouts?” I scoffed.

      “I’m here to help the Abyads find safety, Kevah.”

      “Oh you had every chance to help. Had you convinced your family to back Kyars, Cyra would not have been so bold. Your family’s ten thousand Kashanese khazis could’ve been there, standing in her way. None of this would’ve happened. But ever the opportunist, you did the opposite.”

      Hurran stuck a raisin in his mouth, then tossed a small raisin-filled sack on my bed. “You’re not wrong. What can I say? I’d been in prison for six years and didn’t know what she was capable of. And during our parley in Zelthuriya, I was doing what anyone with sense would’ve. Bargaining for a better deal.”

      “Better deal? We offered your brother the second and third most powerful positions in Alanya! Oh… were you offended because you got nothing for yourself, Hurran?”

      “Maybe I was.” He shrugged. “Wouldn’t put it past myself. I may have been rotting in my own filth for six years, but I’m the first born of Mansur. I still have my pride.”

      “Pride. You couldn’t buy a better poison from a Kashanese snake merchant.”

      I threw off my blanket and put on the white caftan Ruhi had left on the floor.

      “Hurran tried to help us, Kevah,” Ruhi said while averting her gaze. “He did what he could to save as many of my people as possible. He can’t be entirely bad.”

      “Never said he was entirely bad, just not as special as he thinks. Six years in prison didn’t do him as much good as it should’ve.”

      “What good was it supposed to do me?” Hurran asked as he watched me dress.

      “You could’ve learned some humility, for one.”

      “Is that what’ll save us?” He snickered. “Humility? Was Temur the Wrathful humble?”

      “If you’re styling yourself on him, you’re doing a shit job.”

      “Like I said, I’m trying to help the Abyads.”

      “Then go ahead and help. Or is it gratitude that you crave? Want the poets to sing your glory, the way they did for Temur?”

      Hurran’s sigh was as worn as any. I was giving him a hard time, true, but I was in a bad mood, for a good reason, and the man had a soft enough face to delight my knuckles.

      Not that I was going to hit him.

      “Like I said, Jotrid and Sylgiz hunting parties are looting, killing, and enslaving any Abyads in their path. You and everyone at this oasis must ride somewhere safer.”

      “I’m not fucking running from some Jotrid and Sylgiz cunts,” I snarled. “I’ll eviscerate every one of them.”

      “I was talking to Ruhi,” Hurran said. “But you’re just one man, Kevah. Even with sorcery, you can’t protect all the Abyads in Alanya.”

      “Is Cyra trying to eliminate us all?” Ruhi sniffled. Shock could only hold back so much sadness. “Why?”

      “That’s like asking a scorpion why it stung you.” I chuckled with equal venom to that imagined scorpion.

      Hurran said, “Cyra and the Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance have their reasons for wanting to rid these sands of Abyads. One, it gives their riders a target, and pursuing the same target lets the two tribes bond and leave old hatreds for a new one. Two, for generations, Abyad trading families have amassed towers of wealth, all while mostly living like misers. Given the sorry state of Qandbajar and the voraciousness of the Jotrids and Sylgiz, Cyra must feel a great need for gold and treasure.”

      “Read a lot of books, have you?” I snickered.

      “What do you think I did in the dungeon? We must understand our enemy’s myriad motivations, not paint them with one brush.”

      Hurran was right, and I could not scoff at someone who’d read books. In my youth, I’d read many at the instruction of Tengis. But I was more of a doer than a reader, and always felt experience brought more knowledge than a book. That said, books could provide insights from other people’s experiences, and these insights often made the difference.

      “Zelthuriya.” The word slid painfully across my throat. “If you’re so wise and bursting with knowledge, tell me what happened in Zelthuriya.”

      Hurran frowned and shook his head. “You were in there. What did you see?”

      “What did I see?” I chuckled from the madness of it. “I saw Crucians. I heard them hymning their vile Angelsong as they bled the city. They were like a cold sea, submerging every speck of our holy soil. Everyone who didn’t make it into a shrine is drowned in that sea, now.”

      Hurran sat on my pallet and grabbed the pouch of raisins he’d thrown earlier. He tossed some in his mouth, hand jittery.

      Ruhi opened her palm, which was also covered in bloodrunes. Hurran shook a few raisins out of the pouch onto it.

      I sat back on the sandy, wet carpet so the three of us formed a circle. They both chewed raisins as they pondered.

      Hurran broke the silence. “The Crucians have had more than a year to raise new armies after their defeat in Sirm. But to strike so deep into enemy territory makes little sense.”

      “I disagree,” I said. “I’ve been fighting Crucians all my life. Their hatred for us could fill the space between earth and the stars ten times. Nothing would satisfy them more than bringing low our holy city.”

      “But how did the Crucians get inside the blood cloud?” Ruhi asked. “I’ve seen blood clouds before. They’ve never carried people within. They’re strange and ominous things, sure, but they’re not… they’re not a method of travel.”

      “Micah the Metal used Labyrinthos to get into Kostany,” I said. “He was guided by a starwriter. When I confronted Cyra, she wrote on the stars to save herself. And then right after, that blood cloud spread downward from the sky and swallowed the holy city. It was she who brought the Crucians to Zelthuriya, just as Lunara brought them to Kostany.”

      “Lunara?” Hurran said. “Who is that?”

      “I meant to say Aschere.” An unfortunate slip of the tongue. I didn’t want to tell him that Aschere was Lunara, my wife. Though Ruhi knew, it was too delicate a thing to trust Hurran with.

      “Lunara was your wife’s name.” Hurran stared through me. “Why would you confuse the two names?”

      “How would you know about my wife? Did you read a book about me?”

      He fidgeted in obvious discomfort. “I have read a scribe’s impression and summary of you, yes. Why wouldn’t I? We were negotiating with you, after all.”

      “Let’s move on,” Ruhi said, obviously trying to save me. “So Cyra conjured these Crucians. But why would she want them here?”

      “So they can kill us for her,” I replied. “That part is obvious.”

      “Hold on.” Hurran held up a finger. “You said there was a ‘sea’ of Crucians in Zelthuriya. If they are so numerous, should we not assume they pose a threat to Cyra, as well? She would want Zelthuriya for herself. And as much as the Path of the Children hate the saints, they absolutely revere Chisti. They would not want harm to come to his shrine and shroud.”

      “Cyra worships the Dreamer, if anything at all,” I said. “She has no love for Lat, Chisti, or the Children. She appeals to faith to amass power, so she can be Sultana of Sultanas of the Jotrids and Sylgiz.”

      “What about the Crucians?” Hurran asked. “Who’s their leader?”

      “We don’t really know if Micah the Metal is dead.” I made a fist. “Like me, he got lost in Labyrinthos. And like me, he may have found a way out. He may have been rebuilding his army of fanatics, all this time.” Although the man who’d parleyed with Kyars was obviously not him, he may have been taking orders from Micah.

      “A lot of ‘may haves’,” Hurran said.

      “What else do you want?” I replied.

      Hurran tossed a handful of raisins in his mouth, his teeth blackening even more from their flesh. “As far as I know, not a soul made it out of the city after the blood cloud descended. You went in and you came out. Tell me everything you saw.”

      I threw my arms up. “I told you. I saw Crucians.”

      “What were they wearing?”

      “Armor. Although… it was different. Not the black of Micah’s battalion.”

      “A different style of armor could mean a different commander. What about their weapons?”

      “They did not use matchlocks, like Micah’s men.” I scratched my beard. These were good things to think on. “Their swords were shit. Short, straight, stubby pieces of iron. I alloyed steel and iron when I was a blacksmith, and I can tell you, there wasn’t any steel in those swords. Micah’s paladins only used steel.” I rubbed my throbbing forehead. “The armor was the same pure iron. The gholam tore through it. Problem is, there were so many of these fuckers, it didn’t matter. They could’ve been beating us with clubs and they would’ve won.”

      Hurran rubbed his nose. Must’ve been his thinking gesture. “They may not be career soldiers, then.”

      I shook my head. “They were utter professionals. Their training was not shit, that’s for sure. They knew how to use their shit weapons. Knew how to keep formation, no matter the rate of matchlock fire, as if they were one, iron body.”

      Ruhi asked the obvious. “Why would career soldiers be using such poor weapons and armor, though?”

      We all chewed on it, but found no good answer.

      “Did you see any markings on the armor?” Hurran asked.

      I nodded. “A symbol of eight pillars.”

      Hurran squeezed his empty bag of raisins. “The Crucian sigil is a diamond with four eyes, is it not? It’s called the Cessiel sigil, named after one of the Twelve Angels. So what are these eight pillars, then?”

      I opened my empty palms. “I’ve been fighting Crucians for twenty years, and I’ve not seen that sigil before.”

      “Did you hear them speaking? Were they speaking Crucian?”

      “It did sound like Crucian.” I hunched my shoulders. “I’ve heard the language enough to know what it sounds like, especially their bloody battle verses. But even so… something about the way they spoke — the accent — seemed unusual. I can’t tell you much more because I don’t speak Crucian.”

      “So if we put it all together,” Ruhi said, “what conclusion have we?”

      Hurran cleared his throat. “They could be from another country in Yuna… but few could field tens of thousands of trained soldiers. And no matchlocks? No steel weapons or armor? I think we need more insight to come to a proper conclusion.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “That’s why I’m going to fly back in there.” I yearned to.

      “Kevah.” Ruhi grabbed my arm. “If there really are tens of thousands of them, what if they surround you and pull off your armor?”

      “They almost did, earlier. But it’s a risk I’ll have to take. Besides, Kinn can always fly me out. Nothing they can do to stop him.”

      Ruhi tightened her grip on my arm. “Speaking of the jinn… instead of going in there with just Kinn, why don’t you seek help from the Efreet? Is it not time you spoke with their sultan?”

      I’d been fearing such a prudent suggestion.

      “If I request his submission, and he refuses, do you know what could happen, Ruhi?”

      She nodded. “He might take your mask from you.”

      “It’s too risky. I have no measure of fanaa, whatsoever, which gives him a good reason to refuse. Especially after what happened to Marada.”

      “But Marada submitted to you. So there must be another way to make them submit, aside from fanaa.”

      “And I can’t tell you what that is. Not with certainty.”

      It might be a risk I’d be forced to take, eventually. But for now, I wanted to go back to Zelthuriya. And though I would not tell Hurran or Ruhi, I yearned — more than all else — to know if Sadie was safe. She would’ve been in her room beneath the Shrine of Saint Chisti when the Crucians attacked. But Sadie wouldn’t have sat around and let others do the fighting, not when so many lives were on the chopping block.

      And if Sadie was not safe in a shrine, then she was dead. Either way, I could no longer endure not knowing.

      

      I’d just finished strapping on my armor when the earthquake of horse hooves announced the Sylgiz-Jotrid hunting party. They were hunting for Abyads, of course. Too bad they’d found me.

      I walked onto the sand to confront them.

      As soon as they noticed my shiny black form, the leader of the party, a Sylgiz, pulled his reins, causing his horse to kick up sand.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t outrun a horse on foot. And Kinn was not yet back. So I stood in front of the tents, brandishing my black sword, as the ten riders — five Jotrids and five Sylgiz — stayed about thirty feet away.

      “Did you just piss all over your horse?” I shouted.

      “Fucking black jinn,” the leader shouted back.

      Problem was, if I left for Zelthuriya, they’d do their evil unfettered. Even with the Abyads at my back fleeing, Kashanese mares could chase them all the way to the Yunan coast.

      These Sylgiz and Jotrids had to die.

      “Fuck you and all your saints,” their leader shouted. “I’ll be taking a shit on Saint Jamshed’s corpse before I go home to fuck my Abyad slave.”

      No creativity to this Sylgiz rider’s taunts. Mocking our enemies, meanwhile, was a janissary specialty.

      Ruhi came to my side, her black veil covering her face. “Lat save that vile man.”

      “They don’t think of us as their brethren in faith anymore,” I said. “They’ve convinced themselves that our blood is fair to spill because of what the saint-kings did to the Children, seven hundred years ago. They will not cease their savagery till we’ve all paid for that crime. Killing you Abyads is only the start.”

      “Hurran is going tent to tent, trying to get everyone to leave. Thank you for fighting for us.”

      “I’ll do what I can.” I looked up at the pale sky. “Where in Lat’s name is Kinn? If he were here, I would be hunting them.”

      Ruhi shrugged.

      “What if the Abyads went into the mountains?” I pointed to the distant, dry peaks in the direction opposite Zelthuriya. “The Karmaz Mountains extend all the way to the Yunan coast and into Sirm.”

      “Who knows if the Karmazi would welcome us, though.” They were Sadie and Humayra’s people.

      “Don’t the Abyads and the Karmazi get along?”

      “We’ve never had bad blood between us. They leave us alone and we leave them alone.”

      “I heard that some of the Karmazi tribes worship another god.”

      “I’ve heard that, too, though I’ve never encountered them. The Seluqals would raid them, though.”

      I recalled that this was how Sadie’s mother, Humayra, ended up in Shah Murad’s harem.

      “What about Dorud?” I said. “Grand Vizier Barkam and Prince Faris reign there. The Abyads could find shelter within its walls.”

      “I agree. Barkam himself has Abyad ancestry. I’m hopeful he’ll help us.”

      With a horse, I could get aggressive and chase down those riders, who were still watching us from a stone’s throw away. But there were only camels here. And I could not take my eyes off the enemy, lest they loose arrows or charge for the camp’s flank or rear.

      I growled with frustrated bloodlust. “I really want to kill them.”

      “I wish I could help you. Turns out I’m useless.”

      “You’re a Disciple of Chisti. Your battlefield is the soul itself. Leave this one to me.”

      “I know.” She put a tender hand on my shoulder plate. “I just… I’m worried about you.”

      “Worry about your people. I’m wearing armor forged from shards of the fucking Archangel. I’ll be all right.”

      Ruhi nodded, then backed away and jogged toward the tents. I turned my attention to the Sylgiz and Jotrids.

      But they wouldn’t come. They feared me too much.

      “Horse fucker!” I took off my helmet and tossed it on the sand. Then I pulled at the straps of my armor, until I’d shed most of it, and stood with my caftan blowing in the breeze. “Me against you, you piece of wormrot. Was your father this much of a coward? That why he only fucked his horse?”

      The Sylgiz leader trotted closer. He was big and dumb-looking. Shaved head, thick mustache, slick skin.

      “You’re no jinn.” He kept his head high. “Just another sand shitter I’m going to fuck in the ass.”

      “No weapons.” I dropped Black Rose. “Wrestle me. Win, and my sword and armor are yours.”

      The big fool jumped off his neighing horse. “Have it your way.” He cracked his knuckles three times.

      The idiot swung, and I ducked, then kneed him in his hard belly before slinking away. But it only made him belch. He came for my throat with his huge right hand. I backstepped, then threw a punch across his jowls, knuckles impacting beneath his eye.

      He staggered, kicking up sand, and smiled. He stood like stone, placidity in his careful stare. I threw another punch; he caught it and twisted my arm. I screamed from the crushing and bending of bones. He grabbed my neck, pushed me to the ground, and knelt on top of me, my mouth and nose filling with sand.

      “I have him!” he shouted to his riders.

      The ground quaked as they galloped this way. The Sylgiz pushed my face into the sand, as if hoping it would explode from the pressure.

      I twisted and took his arm. Using a technique Tengis had taught me, I bent it backward with one small push. Snap. The dumb fucker howled and writhed, sand obscuring sight. I got up and ran to Black Rose.

      I sidestepped a wailing arrow. I unsheathed Black Rose with a reverberating clang as the riders closed in.

      Because they were coming at speed, they weren’t in a useful formation. I cut a line through the first horse, and the white creature flung its rider off as it cried and crashed into a sturdy palm.

      “Armored or not, that man is a jinn!” one of the Jotrids said.

      The five Jotrids pulled their reins and turned tail, leaving me to face only three Sylgiz. So much for bonding the two tribes.

      One tried to run me down, but I sliced the head off his spotted mare, blood and innards coloring the air. He got up after a tumble and staggered deeper into the tree line. Wary of having enemies at my back, I turned and ran for him. One lunge through the belly was enough. A panicked horse tossed one of the two remaining riders into the air. He fell onto hard scrub with a crack. Broken bones, given the way he writhed and screamed. I could’ve let him suffer, but preferred a clean and satisfying throat cut.

      The final rider did not charge. He loosed arrows from a giant composite bow. Too bad for him I’d been dodging arrows all my life. As I closed the distance, he retreated on his mare.

      So I went back to his leader. The big fucker whose arm I’d snapped after he thought he could wrestle me. Slowly, I used the tip of Black Rose to carve a bloody line upward, starting at his groin.

      His shrill death screams became impossible to bear, even for me. But it worked. The final rider shouted, “Brother!”, dropped his bow, and charged me, spear forward. I ducked beneath his thrust and cut the hooves off his mare. As soon as he smashed into the ground, I put my blade through his chest. Blood spat from his mouth.

      Now to silence those screams. The wrestler was draining like a spilled sack. While I wanted to punish him with yet more suffering, better to leave that for the keepers of hell. I pushed my blade into his throat, and finally, there was silence.
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      Whilst sitting alone in my yurt and licking the froth off a tamarind sherbet, I concluded after much thought: Zelthuriya’s sudden conqueror truly was Basil the Banished.

      He’d vanished seven hundred years ago and reappeared now. It was the most maddening and obvious explanation. By starwriting this into existence, I’d fulfilled the prophecy of the Eastern Ethosians. As Celene had said, the Archangel was acting through me, bringing about miracles for the faithful to behold. Except it wasn’t the Archangel who’d done it.

      It was Hawwa, the Dreamer.

      A bird burst through the flap of my yurt. It fluttered its wings and dug its ghastly talons into a sequin-covered pillow. The drongo with feathers like obsidian glared at me.

      I was about to shoo it away when its head snapped upward. Crack. Reminded me of the sound Marot’s limbs made when they extended in Basil’s Cathedral. Crack. Now its neck was the length of my arm. Another crack and the drongo’s left leg snapped forward, lengthening. Snap. The right leg, now. And then it snapped and cracked so many times, bones burst through its feathered skin and jutted out, each stretching to the size of human limbs.

      I wanted to scream and run. But I feared what it would do should I even flinch. So I watched as it grew with a cacophony of cracks and snaps, until it stood upon bone legs.

      The obsidian-like feathers dropped onto the carpet and vanished. Sinew sprouted upon its bones, thickening to form muscles, as if a human were being crafted within a womb before my very eyes. A muscle coalesced at its chest, dripping and fleshy and covered in fat; it beat and pumped the blood that now coursed through black-blue veins.

      I pinched myself. Slapped myself. Opened my mouth to scream.

      “Don’t. Scr-ream.” Each syllable took a different pitch, as if jagged edges lined the throat of the creature.

      I obeyed as my arms shivered. Mother wasn’t here, so I couldn’t even pray.

      Skin stretched over the muscles; it sounded like when a tanner stretches leather. Such a pale shade: blue and translucent.

      Eyes grew, and lashes above them. A nose poked out beneath, like a mountain forming from an earthquake. A mouth chiseled itself into existence upon what was once smooth skin.

      Azure hair sprouted out of its head like vines, straight and shining and reaching down to its waist.

      A woman stood before me, now. Her eyes were all white, until swirls of green poured into them, solidifying into spiral pupils.

      A slight pair of breasts bulged out of her chest — no nipples. A navel carved itself into her abdomen, though it seemed unnaturally smooth. Nails jutted out of her fingers, and lines wrote themselves into her palms.

      Finally, it stood complete. Her lips were a drastic shade of ice. My yurt turned cold as she stepped toward me. Except she didn’t step. Her feet didn’t touch the carpet. She floated an inch above, toes dangling.

      “W-Who a-are y-you?” I could not help my quavers.

      “Calm your black heart, Cyra.” Such an airy voice, as if it would rise above the clouds. “I’m not here to hurt you… in the way you fear.”

      I wished I’d not taken off my eyepatch. Never lifted the veil from the first.

      As she stared at me, her pupils melted, leaving only a hazy green surface. They’d reform into spirals, then melt into haze, struggling to keep form.

      “Eyes are such a pain,” she said. “Do you like the rest of me, though?”

      “W-What?”

      “It’s a simple question, Cyra. Do you appreciate what you see?”

      Aside from her eyes, paleness, and uncanny oddities, her body was human. Lithe and slight limbs, like Vera.

      “Y-You look a-a-all right.”

      “Only all right?” She grunted dark and deep, in disturbing contrast to her airy voice. “I trained long and hard to attain this form, and I hope you will come to appreciate it. I’m a dev, if you must know.”

      “D-Dev?”

      “We’re a kind of jinn.”

      A jinn? Of course. Only jinn and angels could shapeshift.

      “My name is Saurva, daughter of Ahriyya.”

      “Daughter of… come again?”

      “You’re not deaf, Cyra. You heard me.”

      She squatted at my front. A diamond-like aura of ice surrounded her body. She fingered a strand of her azure hair and twirled it. “Did you think you could peek behind the veil, without it peeking back?”

      “I-I-I never asked — never asked to see behind the veil.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      I took a breath and let it settle. Rubbed my arms. Thought of Mother. Her steadfastness and warmth. She’d faced death itself. Lost both her treasured sons. Surely I could stay solid against whatever this was. “What is it you want?”

      I flinched when Saurva tried to touch my cheek. She hovered closer, still squatting, her feet floating above the carpet.

      “Think of me as Marot’s replacement.” It grinned as if it didn’t know how to. “You’re a skittish little rat, even after what we’ve done for you. Such an ill replacement for Lunara. She was fearless.”

      “Who’s Lunara?”

      “Never mind that.” Her left pupil melted, but her right one remained a spiral. And that spiral spun, almost entrancing me. “Here’s some advice, Cyra. Do not allow your people to enter Zelthuriya.”

      But that was our intention. No better time to seize Zelthuriya than when our enemies within had worn each other out. Waiting would allow the Crucians to strengthen.

      “Why?”

      “Zelthuriya is now the epicenter of a different plane of existence. A new Realm of the Angels.”

      “What?”

      “Stop acting like such an ignoramus.” The thing grunted so gutturally. “There’s nothing I hate more than stupid, terrified little rats. And never forget — you caused this. If there will ever be a cosmic accounting, you’re going straight to hell. We’ll both boil in your blood together.”

      What would Mother say to this thing? She’d tell it to fuck off, though in a more mature way. I had to swallow my terror and be the strongest me I could be.

      “Saurva… you’re not so frightening. And maybe put on some clothes next time. You’re an ugly little thing.”

      “Is it the eyes?” She pouted, chin turning blood red. “Or the sallow skin? Tell me — what need I improve? I’m meeting a man next, so I want to be…” She contorted to stare at the space between her legs. The hole there had teeth. “Ensnaring.” Her head snapped to look at me once more. That inhuman grin showed itself, again. “Once you plow a dev, other pastures feel far less bountiful.” She giggled — it was both airy and guttural, as if plucking the highest and lowest notes on an oud. “Soldiers long at war will push their dry sticks in any hole, Cyra. Drunk with lust, they don’t notice the sharp edges… until it’s too late.”

      A hysterical, demonic laugh followed. Ice cubes poured down my spine.

      Mother would tell this thing to crawl back into its hellish chasm.

      “You said you’re Marot’s replacement… as I knew it, Marot was a rather deliberate creature. Purposed. So if you’re not just here to taunt me, then I’ll have your intention. And I’ll have it now.”

      “Ahh. You’ve got an inner well of resolve.” She came close to my ear. Her skin smelled like rotten fish and hydrangeas. “It’s too bad you don’t have any well of seed. I would so like a child with your character.”

      “And yet you’ve done naught but insult my character.”

      “Have I? You’re human, after all. Such vacillating little insects.”

      “Then why do you want human seed?”

      “I can’t tell you about our breeding scheme, Cyra.” Another insidious giggle. “But I did bring a gift.”

      She pulled a book from behind her back and placed it on the carpet. Wood bound with a blood-red tassel. The spine read The Melody of Aschere in gold Paramic letters.

      “Is that… a bloodrune book? Like the kind that brought Zedra back in Nora’s body?”

      “It is. Do you want to know a secret?” Saurva put a frigid, porous hand on my cheek. “I have your blood book, too.”

      I wanted to swat her hand away for how much ice it poured into me, but kept strong. “Why would you have my blood book?”

      “Any sad soul who practices any sort of sorcery taught by Marot, we get their blood book.”

      “Who is we?”

      “We who serve, Cyra. We who serve. You are part of that we, now. Do you understand?” She pushed my chin up with a suddenly demonic finger, nail black and needle-like. “Now, tell me the truth hidden within the folds of your charred heart. Tell me whom you deem worthy of worship.”

      I stared into the rotating spirals that were her eyes. “Myself. I serve and worship only myself.” I’d been compelled to spill it by some trance.

      “That’s no good, Cyra. The Dreamer is your god, now. Wear whatever faith you wish so that others may follow you, but your heart must be only for Hawwa.” She tapped on the blood book with her fingernail. “To serve better, we have deemed that you must learn how to starwrite purposefully.”

      “What if I don’t want to serve?”

      “It’s no longer a choice!” Such a dark shout, drenched in so much evil. She giggled, and her voice became as light as a feather. “There’s no better teacher than someone who birthed the fucking Archangel from the Blood Star. Now that was quite a sight.”

      I wanted this conversation to be over. I wanted to see the sky. To be hugged by Mother. Perhaps I ought to at least pretend that I agreed with it. “You’re talking about what happened in Kostany.”

      “See? You’re a bright, stupid girl. Aschere understood, in some primordial way, the language of the Blood Star itself. She could teach it to you.”

      “So you want me to use the blood book to bring Aschere back, the way Marot brought back Zedra.”

      Saurva kissed my forehead. Ice crashed through every vein in me. I almost froze.

      “You’re such a wise, stupid woman, Cyra. You’re going to make a wonderful starwriter for us to use however we like.”

      “But if you can bring her back, why haven’t you done it? Why do you need me?”

      “You know why.” She stared up at the hole in the yurt, where the chimney would be in winter. “We don’t want them to notice us.”

      “Who are them?”

      She put her translucent finger to her blue lips. “Ponder that for too long, and you’ll cease to have ever existed. Now I must go — I’ve a weary soldier waiting for me.”

      I averted my gaze as Saurva snapped and cracked herself back into a drongo and flew up through the ceiling hole.

      

      I hobbled out of my yurt as fast as I could. Ordered the nearest Jotrid to spirit me to Pashang on a Kashanese mare. We glided through the desert, my back bruising from the saddle wood, to the front line facing the blood cloud that now shrouded Zelthuriya.

      It was so bulging and broad, it cast the entire desert in a sickly pink — the color your eyes get when rubbed too hard. A porous texture spread across the surface like diseased skin. The faintest screams sounded from it.

      To my relief, Pashang and his riders hadn’t yet set off to explore the inside. They stood around a palm tree with Gokberk, Tekish, and Elnur — Tekish’s wife.

      “Don’t go inside the cloud!” I screamed with all the air in me.

      Everyone gave me their attention. As soon as my mare trotted closer, Pashang helped me down.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      “You mustn’t go in. You mustn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “‘Another plane of existence.’ That’s what she told me.”

      “Another what?” Pashang scratched his now scraggly beard.

      “A jinn warned me not to allow anyone in. A ‘new Realm of the Angels’, she said. I know how I sound. But please, this was no empty warning.”

      Elnur put her hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right, Sister. You sound entirely sane. We are talking about a cloud of blood that birthed an army, after all.”

      “Did this jinn say what we ought to be afraid of in there?” Tekish asked with folded arms.

      I shook my head. “The jinn was itself a frightful thing. So unbelievably frightful. I fear I may not sleep for many moons.”

      Gokberk sighed with a trepidation quite unusual for such a stoic. “One of my riders already went in.”

      “And?” I asked. “What happened?”

      “That was hours ago. He’s not back yet.”

      “You could’ve told me, Gokberk.” Pashang turned to his rival khagan, tone drenched in annoyance. “I was about to ride in there.”

      “I didn’t see the danger.” Gokberk opened his palms in such feigned innocence. “Those Crucians came out to speak with us. They go in and out, untroubled by terrors.”

      I said, “Just because they came out safely, doesn’t mean we can go in safely.”

      “Why not?” Gokberk gave us a disdainful headshake. “Whatever is in there, Lat and her Children will protect us. Surely your faith is not just for show?”

      If he believed that, why was he so nervous about his rider’s fate?

      “From now on, no one goes near the blood cloud,” Pashang ordered. “We’ll also pull our line back several hundred yards.”

      “Curse the saints,” Elnur said. Hadn’t realized she’d taken to that phrase. “The man who went in… he’s my sister’s new husband. She eagerly divorced her old one after the marriage decree. Just what am I going to tell her?”

      “Yes, Tilek. Such a mighty saintcurser.” Gokberk nodded. “When Shah Babur sent a hundred elephants to trample our camp near Jalut’s Jaw, Tilek lured half of them away, all on his own. It’s not right to abandon him. Pashang… why not show us that you are as brave as Tilek?”

      He sounded more foolish than brave if he walked into a blood cloud, though the line between was quite thin. And I tired of how eagerly Gokberk wanted to see Pashang devoured by whatever lingered in that haze.

      “If Zoya finds out that Tilek went in there, and that he hasn’t come out…” Elnur sighed in abject pain.

      “She’ll go in after him,” Gokberk completed. “Which means she’s braver than Pashang. Perhaps she should be Khatun of the Jotrids.”

      “So what are you going to do?” I asked Elnur, ignoring Gokberk’s tiresome jabs. Though it seemed Pashang had made a fist behind his back.

      “I’m going to tie her up,” Elnur said as she began walking toward our line of colorfully patterned yurts.

      

      After Elnur finished tying her younger sister to a post and placing guards outside her yurt, we suffered her anguished wails whilst Gokberk, Pashang, and I congregated in the glorious Jotrid command yurt. A Ruthenian slave went about filling our cups with creamy kumis, which I found too bitter and slimy. Still, I forced myself to suffer it lest they question if I was a Sylgiz for true.

      “We’re still counting,” Pashang said, “but we captured at least ten thousand. Mostly women and children.”

      “Seems in their flight, the Abyads forgot their younglings. Sand shitting cowards.” Gokberk puffed on his bent opium branch. “I’m eager to collect my share of the spoils and slaves. Never had a sand shitter before. I wonder… are all their holes filled with sand?”

      I cleared my kumis-drenched throat. “Douse your eagerness.”

      Gokberk blew out an opium cloud. Such a seedy stench. “Why should I?”

      “We must stop acting like two ravenous Waste tribes. Instead, we bring the women to market in Qandbajar and elsewhere. The earnings go to the treasury, so we can start fixing the city. Pay salaries to viziers, even. As for the child slaves, we teach them the true faith and raise them to be gholam. That’s what the Seluqals would do.”

      “We’re not the fucking Seluqals.” Gokberk grunted like a wolf. “I promised my riders slaves and jewels. They bloodied themselves for a day and two nights, and will be rewarded.”

      “They bloodied themselves, but not with their own blood.” I snickered with disgust. “Let’s not pretend like this was some glorious battle. It was a one-sided bloodletting. The riders will be paid a salary and awarded a prize for good performance. Like a gholam would.”

      Gokberk chuckled with as much disgust. “’Gholam?’ A Sylgiz warrior is no slave. Living in Qandbajar has rotted your already sickened mind.”

      “He has a point,” Pashang said. He avoided my annoyed glare. “We are nothing without our riders. If we slight them, they’ll follow khagans who won’t.”

      “And what are we without Qandbajar?” I let my annoyance flood my tone. “You think the people won’t throw us out if Mansur’s children or Grand Vizier Barkam march on the walls? Then where will we go, with enemies on every side?”

      “Back home,” Gokberk said. “And if the people try to ‘throw us out’, there won‘t be a Qandbajar to be thrown out of. I guarantee as much.”

      “I didn’t devise this plan so you two could squander the gains!” I hit the carpet with my fist. “I’ll agree to a three-way split.”

      “A third, all for yourself?” Gokberk heckled me. “You really are a Seluqal.”

      “I’m not taking it for myself. I want us to rule a prosperous Alanya. I demand a third of the spoils go to the treasury.”

      Pashang sipped his wooden mug of kumis. “I’ll support a third.”

      “How deep does she lick your asshole whenever you take her side, Pashang?” Gokberk thrust at the air with his tongue.

      Pashang stood. “That’s my wife you’re crudely mocking, Gokberk. Your uncle’s only daughter. Insult her again, and you’ll need to grow a new tongue.”

      Gokberk stood, too. “And here I thought you scared and soft. Well, one look at your belly says as much. You think you could best me, as pear-shaped as you’ve become?”

      “Stop!” I stood and butted between them. “Let his tongue wag, Pashang. It’s not worth undoing what we’ve accomplished.”

      Elnur’s sister let out a sudden, shrill wail from the nearby yurt. She’d just married Tilek, so why be so mournful? Not that she was the only one in tears — the past few days had made plenty of widows and widowers among our tribes. A necessary sadness, of course.

      Pashang and Gokberk continued to glare scimitars at each other.

      “All right,” Gokberk finally said. “A third goes to the treasury… whatever the fuck that means.”

      He really didn’t understand this whole project, did he? We weren’t just trying to become two wealthy Waste tribes. We were trying to forge a dynasty. If the people of Qandbajar suffered beneath us, they’d take the side of Mansur’s children or Grand Vizier Barkam, who absent Kyars, remained our chief rivals and would inevitably claim the right to rule.

      I’d been doing my utmost to pressure Barkam. From his seat in Dorud, he controlled the west of Alanya under the Seluqal banner. He’d seek grander aims once news of Kyars’ dire situation reached his ears. With the dinars he collected from taxing trade, he could raise a mercenary army from Himyar and the Yunan coast to use against us.

      With Kyars’ gholam wiped out, the balance was now broken. A scramble to gobble up Alanya would begin. And this was without considering what the Crucians I summoned would do. I much preferred to destroy them and claim Zelthuriya, but so long as the blood cloud lingered, that seemed difficult.

      Gokberk strode out of the yurt, leaving me with Pashang.

      “You should let me strangle him,” he said. “The fucking fool can’t think farther than what his cock points toward.”

      “And yet you so often side with him. What does that say about you? And me?”

      “He’s a shit-stained ass hair. You’re a… a dreamer. I’m a realist. I balance you two.”

      And here I thought I was the balancer.

      “Cyra.” Pashang took my hand. “Your marriage idea was a good one. Because of it, the Sylgiz and the Jotrids will eventually become one tribe. And that tribe will settle down in Qandbajar and the other great cities of Alanya.” He tugged at his Jotrid vest. “Their children won’t wear these clothes. They’ll wear the latest and gaudiest Kashanese fashions. They won’t know how to stand atop a saddle or where to put a quiver, and they’ll buy slaves to do their murdering for them. It will happen, Cyra, but it will take time. You must accept that you may not live to see it, no matter how gray you grow.”

      “I know. But what about now? I cannot stand to see Qandbajar falling apart. How can I fix my home to the way it was before, when we barely have any gold left after the riders have had their fill?”

      “Slowly. Our alliance hangs on a delicate thread. Bad decisions could sever it.” Pashang’s gaze turned a tad penetrating. “Now I need to ask you something. When you prayed for victory with your mother, did you intend to conjure Crucians?”

      I shook my head. “Obviously not.”

      “You know already that whenever you pray to the Dreamer, you get what you want, but by a means that is often extraordinary and completely out of your control. We were winning the battle. So why did you do it?”

      “Did you miss the flying, armored-to-the-heel janissary, Husband?”

      “Kevah.”

      “He would’ve killed me. Killed Nora and Celene. Killed Amma.”

      Pashang let out a frustrated sigh. “I’ll have to triple your escort.”

      “Don’t bother. He’s unkillable in that armor. Thankfully, the Dreamer has made it so he cannot kill me.” Saurva had made clear that I had some purpose in the Dreamer’s plan.

      “But to replace a few thousand gholam with tens of thousands of Crucian warriors… that’s like shooting a bird—”

      “With a cannonball. I know.”

      “Not just one cannonball. A storm of them.”

      If I could’ve chosen the means of victory, I would not have summoned an army of Crucians from seven centuries ago. Perhaps Saurva was right. I needed to learn how to starwrite so the outcome of my prayers would not be so chaotic.

      Pashang said, “As followers of the Path of the Children, as Latians — at least in appearance — we cannot suffer Crucians controlling our holy city, especially the Shrine of Father Chisti. Do you know how many soldiers you summoned?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “But I know someone who might.”

      

      I found Celene near the cluster of desert wells, which was surrounded by knee-length, yellow grass. She stared at her reflection in the water and hymned, her face rosy and serene. Then she cupped some and splashed it over her face.

      “Sultana.” With droplets sliding down her fair cheeks, she put her hand on her heart and smiled. “I mean Cyra.”

      “I suppose you must be joyous.”

      “Basil the Breaker has returned, as promised in the Eastern Ethosian path. The End of Epochs is near. I must give thanks, repent, and purify my heart.”

      “Repent for what?”

      “We sin day and night. In our hearts. But the Archangel can see our very thoughts. Can see whether they are pure or tarnished. That’s why the Eastern Ethosians don’t just rely on baptism at birth and instead do a daily water prayer. To cleanse.”

      I’d always hated the idea of god seeing my thoughts. Was there nothing private? Anyway, a worrying underside presented itself: would Celene serve me or Basil the Breaker? He was the Opener, after all — prophesied in her faith. And yet, Marot had ordered her to serve me. How disastrously would my inevitable war to annihilate him tear this blossom-cheeked girl apart?

      “Do you know how many men were in Basil’s army before he disappeared?”

      She nodded. “A hundred thousand.”

      “A hundred…” My heart sank into the abyss where it oft lived. That was a larger army than every other faction in Alanya, combined. “But correct me if I’m wrong — seven hundred years ago, armies didn’t fight with guns.”

      “That’s right, Cyra. We’ll have to help train them. Micah had the best guns, and then the Philosophers learned how to make the same. We should find people who know that design. Our holy army would be unstoppable if armed with today’s weapons.”

      She was too giddy to realize that there was no world in which we aligned with Crucians who insisted upon conquering Zelthuriya and the whole east.

      “You’re going to help them, right?” She obviously sensed my hesitation, and so tensed up.

      “I don’t know, Celene. I don’t know what they want. But you do.”

      “Basil the Breaker is the Opener. He will conquer all the way to the waterfall beyond the Silklands. He will spread the faith of the angels to the east, thereby uniting the world and finally bringing about the second Order of the Twelve.”

      “So are we to submit to him?”

      She nodded hurriedly. “You must, Cyra. You must. Do you not recognize this miracle? Do you not see your part in it? It is time you had faith, too.”

      “You mean for me to become an Ethosian, like you?” I crossed my arms.

      “Did I not tell you that Basil the Breaker would return? And did it not happen? How then can you deny this sign? I fear for your soul, should you remain upon unfaith.”

      From her perspective, all the broken pieces had come together. If only she realized that the Dreamer had just played a cunning jape on her and every faithful Eastern Ethosian. Hawwa had fulfilled this miracle, this sign, but for an end entirely different than what their faith purported. What that end was, I could not yet say, but I’d clearly be playing a part.
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      What I understand — that others do not — is that there exist two gods.

      The Archangel is god of all that is good. The Uncreated is god of all that is good and terrible.

      The Archangel loves. The Uncreated does not love. Does not hate. It simply does.

      The Archangel is worthy of worship. The Uncreated is worthy of fear.

      The question is: who had brought us to this time? Was it as Yohan preached — had the Archangel spirited us seven hundred years forward for holy purpose?

      Or had the Uncreated done it? And if so… to what end?

      “It is so!” Legate Tomas said, pulling my attention back to the meeting.

      We sat on the carpeted floor of the shrine we’d commandeered. The blood fog had still not abated, and so it bathed us and smelled as its name suggested.

      “Indeed. Every prisoner we captured says the same,” Tribune Markos, my chief strategist and the most learned among us, said. “It is a thousand years since the time of their saint, Chisti, which means it is also a thousand years since the revelation of blessed Angelsong.”

      “But what kind of wicked magic could move us forward seven hundred years?” Tomas complained.

      “It is not wicked!” insisted Bishop Yohan, though he hated his own title. Hated all prideful aggrandizement. “The Archangel has willed it. The prophecy of the Opener never specified when.”

      “Does this mean our families have perished?” said Prefect Herakon, my proud First Spear, and a man whose heart I always appreciated.

      “Of course it does,” Tomas said. “We’ll need to find fresh wives and birth new children.” How eager he seemed. Despite nearing fifty, he’d the appetites of a man half his age.

      I rubbed my irritated eyes and groaned. One of the two gods had given us a golden chalice filled with grape wine, yet laced with hemlock. It was either a trial, or a jape.

      “Lord Imperator, should we not return to Crucis at once?” Herakon asked. “Should we not tend to our estates and families?”

      “My good man.” Tomas softened his tone as if talking to a child. “I once left my estate for three years, only to return to find it overrun by hooligans working for the local priest. We’d be fortunate if even our family names remain uttered in some desolate corner.”

      The blood fog thickened. It often thickened and thinned, as if it were itself alive and taking breaths. Now, I could not even see the calligraphy-covered walls of the shrine. All I could see were my senior men, sitting in a circle, gazing at me for hope and guidance I was too confounded to give.

      “Look at this.” Markos took a scroll from his pack. He unrolled it in the middle of our circle. A colorful map. The letters were Paramic, though the penmanship reminded me of waves on water — like the calligraphy on the walls — in contrast to the rigid Paramic letters from our time.

      Markos tapped on the letters beneath Kostany. “It says Kingdom of Sirm. This Latian country rules Kostany and all the lands east that once belonged to Holy Crucis.”

      “Even my beloved, fair Deimos.” Melancholy drenched Tomas’ voice. “And Lysithea, where I met my sumptuous, angel-faced Harmonia.”

      “How can this be?” I said. “That is the greater half of our kingdom. Could time alone have weakened us so?”

      “Indeed, Lord Imperator. It weakened us, and strengthened another.” Markos tapped on Qandbajar. “The Kingdom of Alanya is no longer ruled by the saint-kings. It is ruled by the Shahs of the Seluqal House.” He traced a line to Kashan. “As is Kashan.” And now he traced a line back to Kostany. “And Sirm.”

      What passed over us was a sort of mourning. No one in this circle was born in the western lands across the Yunan Sea. That was where the Saturni clan, whom I’d feuded with for nearly a decade, held influence, so I rarely promoted westerners to high position. It was as if, in that moment, the Crucis we loved had died.

      “Had I not been plucked out of time, this map would be covered in naught but Crucian purple.” I sighed in frustration and sadness. “Who are the Seluqal House?”

      “A tribe from the Waste,” Markos answered, “named after Seluq the Dawn, a Rubadi who conquered all the yellow and green on this map a mere hundred years after your conquests. Kostany remained stalwart, but was brought low by a Seluqal shah named Utay, some four hundred years ago.”

      “And who rules in Hyperion?” I asked.

      Markos gave me his most mournful stare. “A man named Alexios Josias Saturnus.”

      Saturnus… fuck the Fallen. “It’s them, isn’t it?”

      Markos nodded. “From the knowledge I could gather, the Saturni seized control of Crucis after Kostany fell, and they have not let go.”

      It all sounded so false. As if I were being told a tale meant to frighten Kostany’s orphans. “This is a most accursed history and time. But we are here. We must believe it is for a reason. Angelsong portended that the Opener and his companions would face trials the likes of which no others had. We must steel ourselves.”

      “But our wives.” Herakon covered his eyes. “Our children. Our mothers and fathers.”

      “Gone,” I said. “In this new world, we are alone. But we have our faith. We have each other. And we have our mission — to conquer the whole of the land east of the Yunan Sea.”

      “But what of our home?” Yohan pointed to Kostany on the map with his thumb, since his forefinger had been cut as penance for stealing when he was a boy. “Angelfall is holy soil. It is where Cessiel brought down Angelsong as a mercy to mankind. Where the Archangel manifested his soothing form to his faithful apostles. How can we just leave it in the grip of unbelievers?”

      Yohan made a good case. Whereas once my task had been plain, now the path diverged, and enemies lay upon them all.

      I preferred the clarity of prophecy. Prophecy had built this army and kept it together, siege after siege, battle after battle. The Opener was prophesied to go east — how could I call myself that if, instead, I turned west? Conquering our way to Kostany would doubtless take years. And the years had already been cruel.

      I stared at the map. I traced my finger from Zelthuriya leftward and downward to Qandbajar. “Qandbajar is east. If the Seluqal shah is here, barricaded in Chisti’s shrine, then who is ruling it?”

      “It is contested,” Markos said. “Apparently Alanya is caught in the throes of conflict, just as Crucis was before you united it. I have not grasped the intricacies, but it seems two tribes rode down from the Waste, and together they are contesting Seluqal rule. They reign in Qandbajar, for now.”

      So we’d come to a land already at war. But was there anyone in this war inclined toward us?

      “There are Ethosians living in this kingdom,” I said. “We spoke to one the other night — a man named Abu. He believed I’d gone into occultation and would return before the End of Epochs. They were waiting for us.”

      Tomas cleared his wet-sounding throat. “What do you mean to do, Lord Imperator?”

      “For one, we cannot stay in this pink fucking cloud. I am sick of tasting blood on my tongue.” I tapped Qandbajar so hard, my finger almost tore through the map. “We go there. We take Qandbajar, as we just did in our time. If it is in disarray, torn between two sides, we stand a good chance.”

      “Do we, though?” Herakon mimed holding a matchlock, which we’d learned was the name of the fire-breathing weapon. “This weapon tears through our best armor as if it were papyrus. And even our gladiuses break against their scimitars.”

      “Then we’ll need to retrain with the weapons of this time,” I said. “We’ve plenty of prisoners who can help us do that. Treat every weapon smith we capture like a precious emerald. All legionaries should scavenge what arms and armor they can from the enemy. We won’t have the advantage of surprise in our next battle.”

      Everyone looked to me, longing for reassurances from a man as mournful and worried as them. I had to settle their jitters before I could settle my own. “It is a trial, the like of which has never been known. All who stay steadfast will attain the highest Paradise, their sins blotted out. Even those of us who limp to the finish will be spirited nearest to the Archangel. We will dwell among the apostles in that heavenly country, of which no mind can encompass. This, I promise each of you.”

      I got up, gave them my steadiest glance, and returned to my room deep in the cave.

      

      The pink haze filled my room, too. When I stuck my tongue out, I tasted blood. Blood also moistened my nose and eyes, putting pressure and strain. I could hardly breathe through my nostrils, and my eyeballs throbbed and itched.

      I wanted out of this cloud. But a horde of horse warriors guarded the southern pass, and till now, no prisoner had exposed the way to the northern one — no matter what methods we used to get tongues going. It was a well-guarded secret in our time, and remained so. I’d ordered my men to search for it, but advised them to be careful within the caves, lest they get stuck or lost.

      My close circle dealt with this strange turn in contrasting ways. Tomas, who had many sons and daughters and mistresses to mourn, seemed more interested in the opportunity to amass new ones. It suited his style — he was always looking ahead, loyal to little. I kept him around because men with eyes for opportunity are ever useful, and the last thing a conquering army needs is commanders who think alike.

      Herakon, on the other hand, was ready to spill tears. He’d done his best to keep stoic, but his despairing tone was plain enough. Most of the men would be like him. Most of the men were not even men — they were boys, fresh from sowing their fields, ever excited to reap the endless treasures of the east, which I told the playwrights to lace with bombast when they went about the villages of Crucis, putting on their shows in advance of my call to arms. After the playwrights, I sent the priests, with instructions to admonish on the nearness of the End of Epochs, and how we all must do our part to bring about the Order of the Twelve so that we may earn our cottages in Paradise. I called my seventy thousand to adventure and faith both… though none had joined for a trek through time itself.

      My wife, as well as three of my eight daughters, were in Qandbajar. Four of my seven sons, too. My remaining sons and daughters and four mistresses were in Kostany. I had a mistress in Lysithea and another in Deimos. I had love vast enough to encompass them all.

      I’d never see Tino’s wistful smile as he grabbed at a honeycomb, nor Aella’s giddy grin as she shaped pottery at our cottage near the Mavros. I couldn’t ride to Lysithea just to rest my head between Rhea’s milky thighs for a night.

      Only Doran, my eldest son, came with us on this cursed journey to Zelthuriya. But no matter where I looked, I couldn’t find him.

      “Where are you, my Doran?” I said, longing to be with the only family I could hope still lived. “What has happened? What has truly happened?”

      My arm shook in fear along with my foot. I’d told them it was a trial, and I wanted to believe it. Trials have a purifying purpose, and like heating gold to separate it from sand, the Archangel wishes to sift his faithful from the hypocrites who wear faith as vanity.

      But there are two gods. The Uncreated doesn’t care to sift anyone. It simply doesn’t care.

      “I must believe.” I grabbed my rosary from my pocket and squeezed it. “I must believe. I must believe. I will be saved from my folly, by the light and mercy of the Archangel.”

      A woman giggled somewhere across the room.

      I stood, drew my mighty spatha, and stepped toward the fog-covered wall from where the sound had come. These caves had many secrets, so we could not get comfortable, lest the enemy assail us from passages we’d not discovered. I reached the wall, only to see gold Paramic letters throbbing in the candlelight.

      But there was something odd about the letters. While I did not know Paramic, it had never looked so… messy, as if each letter had grown new limbs, sinuous and wavy like the tentacles of a sea creature.

      “I’m losing my senses,” I said.

      “You’re such a fraud.” The woman giggled again.

      I turned and swung at the air. Stepped toward the side where I’d been sitting, moments ago. In the haze, a nude young woman with hair the color of a frozen sky floated an inch above the ground. Her skin was frostier than the glaciers of the icelands. Within her eyeballs rotated things that resembled pupils, except misshapen and shifting, like spiral waves formed from pebbles tossed in a lake.

      “I’ve always wanted to meet you,” the strange woman said, her voice thread-like and silvery. “Mother did not believe you’d come back. But I kept faith.”

      I raised my blade to her small, nipple-less breasts. “What the fuck are you?”

      “I am a jinn.” She grinned, teeth shimmering unnaturally. “Or a dev, to be more precise.”

      “What do you want?”

      “The Philosophers have a saying — ‘there is the legend, and there is the man.’ I just wanted to meet the man named Basil.”

      Ever since I could see beyond the veil, strange creatures would visit, now and then. I’d learned not to be disturbed by their forms. But something about this woman unnerved me, and it wasn’t merely that she smelled like fish left to rot in the sun for a week.

      Best to be careful around these creatures, lest they latch on. “I hope I’ve lived up to your expectations.” I sheathed my sword.

      “You haven’t. I listened to you inspire your men. I watched your heart tremble in your chest whilst telling them to be faithful. You are a charlatan, Basil the Broken.” She leaned her face close, the doll-like patchiness of her skin all the plainer. “You don’t have faith, do you?”

      “My heart trembles like any man. It is what we do in the face of fear that counts.”

      “Mankind has so many childish beliefs — just like that one.” She chuckled, disturbingly deep notes mixed with light ones. “As someone who has lived for seven hundred years and seen quite a lot more than you could even imagine, here’s some real wisdom — you can only resist your heart so much. Eventually, it wears you down. A coward will be brave once, twice, maybe even ten times. But sooner or later, a man with a weak heart breaks, and then all that bravery is for nothing. And it’s the same with resisting a gorgeous adulteress who lusts for you, or keeping faith in a weak god. You become what your heart wants… if you get to live that long.”

      I let her pontificate, nodding the while. Hopefully, she’d find me uninteresting and be gone. “I’ll remember that.”

      “What are you so afraid of?” Her grin stretched so wide, I feared her jaw would tear. “Are you afraid of me? But I only want to help.”

      Accepting help from a Fallen Angel comes at a cost. I’d paid it once before and remained wary of paying it again. “I don’t need help.”

      “You don’t realize what’s happening, do you?”

      I shrugged, which only made her giggle in her insidious way.

      “Ask yourself,” she said, “why isn’t the blood fog gone yet?”

      I’d been wondering that. “Well… why?”

      “Because it’s here to stay. And so are you.”

      “I’m not staying here. As soon as we figure out what to do, we’re going east.”

      “Do you know what lies east, Papa? There’s Kashan, which will crush you beneath the feet of cannon-carrying elephants. And if you manage to triumph over them, you’ll have to overcome the Empire of Silk, who have an army of a million men with matchlocks that fire faster than,” she made a repetitious sound with her tongue.

      My blood turned to ice. “Why did you just call me ‘Papa?’”

      “Oh, did I forget to introduce myself? I’m your daughter, Saurva.”

      I chuckled from the absurdity, though it was false. “I don’t have a daughter named Saurva.”

      “You certainly do. Mother told me all about how you let her fuck you, in exchange for breaking Kostany’s wall so you could seize it from the Saturni.”

      Disgust flooded every vein, along with its cousins shame and sorrow. It all welled within me as I brought to mind how I’d let that thing mount me, eleven years ago from my counting of time.

      “Did you think there wouldn’t be consequences for that?” Saurva said. “Whatever happened to good and bad deeds being recorded by the angels for all of time?”

      “Leave me alone.”

      Saurva’s left eye watered. A red droplet slid onto her icy cheek. “You mean… you’re not happy to see your own daughter? But I’m the only one you have left.” A bad imitation of sadness.

      “You’re no daughter of mine.” I stared at where the door would be; haze obscured it. I could hardly see the laces of my sandals. I wanted escape from this demon as much as I did the fog.

      “You know, us devs are the opposite of you humans. We don’t love our children — we despise them. So all I got from Mother was hate hate hate. Perhaps it’s my human side… but I so want to feel what it’s like to be loved by the one whose seed I sprouted from.”

      Why would you hate your children? What sense was there in that? And yet… I hated whatever this creature was. “I cannot love an abomination.”

      “Abomination? I don’t understand. What makes me so different from Doran?”

      Hope beat in my chest. “Where is Doran? Do you know?”

      “Of course I know. He’s my brother.”

      And it turned to terror as quickly. “Did you… did you hurt him?”

      “Of course not. He’s safe within Labyrinthos. And will remain so… if you cooperate.”

      So this was her game. I brought Tomas’ indifference to mind and shook my head. “I will not do the bidding of the Fallen just to spare his life. Go ahead and kill him, if you will.”

      That noxious giggle again. “I’m not going to kill sweet Doran. Never ever ever. He’ll belong to me and my sisters for the rest of time.”

      A fate worse than death if there ever was one. How could I leave my heir to that? “Tell me what it is you want.”

      “I only want you to succeed as the Opener. By the way, do you know what this city is?”

      “A cursed fucking place.”

      “Yes, but it’s also where the Gate is, Papa. You don’t need to go any farther east. This is where the Opener is meant to be. All that nonsense about the ‘waterfall at the edge of the earth’ was just something some scribe embellished when he was writing down Angelsong. There is no such waterfall. Nor is there an edge. The earth is an egg, after all.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She sighed with impatience. “Ultimately, I’m talking about what’s beneath the Shrine of Chisti.”

      “What is beneath?”

      “The Gate!” She grunted like a bear, in stark contrast to her thready voice. “Are you even listening? What do you think you are meant to open?”

      “The hearts of all men.”

      “You don’t honestly still believe that? Even after you fucked my mother for the key to Kostany, you still hold to your stupid beliefs? Even after you bribed the Patriarch — with boys, no less — to declare you the Opener? How are you so blind, Papa?”

      “My faith is all that got me this far.”

      “But it’s not. You gave my mother your seed, all so you could get through the walls, slay your enemies, and sit the throne. That’s what got you so far.”

      I shut my eyes, once more overcome by the truth of her words. The poisonous shame. I recalled the nights I’d cried out in remorse from remembering what I’d done. But then I thought of all my men: Tomas, Herakon, Markos, Yohan, and others. They relied on me. They were children, and I was their father. Without me, they’d have no one to guide them. I could not let myself break from the weight of my sins.

      I looked upon the Fallen Angel with the stoicism for which I’d been known. “It is true. I did make that trade. And many others. If this is my punishment for that, then so be it. I will pray for the Archangel’s mercy.”

      “Can you just stop?” Saurva stuck her tongue out. I could swear it was forked. “Stop being so fucking sanctimonious all the time. I was so excited to meet you, and now I’m just bitterly disappointed. Can you, for just a moment, see clearly instead of filtering everything through the narrow vision of a book written a thousand years ago by men whose eyes and minds lacked the dimensions to comprehend what they’d actually seen whilst drunken on soma and blue lotus?”

      Her eyes glowed white in anger. They became the brightest things amid the haze suffocating this room. Brighter than even the candles shimmering in their niches.

      I gripped my quavering heart. “Then tell me what you want me to do. Let’s hear it.”

      “I already did! You just don’t listen. You need to get inside the Shrine of Chisti. Kill everyone there if you must. Your task is to secure the Gate for what is to come.”

      “And what is to come?”

      The demon giggled. “Some call it the Great Terror. Others the End of Epochs. But it’s impossible to describe with words. Well, not in these clicky-clacky languages you humans speak, at least.”

      “So if I retake the shrine, you’ll free Doran?”

      Saurva hovered nearer. I backstepped, but soon hit the wall. She got closer, until the tip of her nose touched mine. Until I could only stare into those hypnotic, rotating spirals in her eyes.

      “Love me, Papa.” She put her hand around my neck. She poured ice into it — so much that I couldn’t move. “Humans are supposed to love their seed, regardless of what they are. I’ve watched the children of earth in envy, all this time. I know there’s nothing quite like being treasured by a human father.” Her dry lips grazed my moist ones. “I want to feel your love, just like Mother did.”

      “Get away from me.”

      She pressed something against my crotch. Hard and flat.

      I looked down to see a wood-bound tome.

      “In case you need help. And you will.” She let out another feathery giggle. Then she backed away and evaporated into the haze.

      I looked at the book’s spine. In big, bold Crucian script were the words The Melody of Micah.

      “Who the fuck is Micah?”

      

      I wouldn’t let that thing scuttle my resolve. Her bizarre form had tilted my sails only because I hadn’t seen a Fallen Angel in so long. For eleven years, I’d prayed that I was free of them, that there would be no accounting for what I’d done in my youthful desperation for the imperator’s scepter. But such was wishful thinking. All sins would be repaid, in time.

      And time had grown long. In truth, it had not been eleven years since I’d consorted with that demoness; it had been seven hundred. So if this Saurva truly was my daughter, then she was many times my own age.

      I shuddered at the thought. I’d been intending to break the door of Chisti’s shrine and kill or ransom those within, so I wouldn’t be doing it in service to her. I could only hope she would return Doran. The thought of him trapped within Labyrinthos, where it was said demons were birthed from eggs leftover from things primordial, drenched me in thorns.

      Doran was my only legacy. He’d been a loyal son, a good soldier, and a faithful Ethosian. I couldn’t have expected more.

      I met with Tomas at the market district, which was just a cluster of stalls on a grass plain surrounded by mountains we could scarcely see because of the blood haze. We’d chopped palms and built hundreds of pens to house the hordes of Zelthuriyans we’d captured — though we’d killed far more. If we could ransom them, we could get gold, and with gold, we could buy weapons and armor that weren’t as useless as ours. I almost regretted the sea of blood I had to wade through, but we’d been fighting for our lives when we created it, unable to spare a thought for gold.

      Tomas gestured toward a pen that was bursting with ragged faces and filthy limbs. So much pleading and wailing from that one cage, alone. So much stench from waste and desperation.

      “Some of the soldiers want to take wind wives,” Tomas said, as chipper as one could be amid this mess.

      I snickered. “I think that’s just you, Tomas.”

      “I admit the thought is enticing.” He rubbed his mahogany mustache innocently. Did he really think he could play down his enthusiasm?

      “You act like it’s a necessity — like food or water. It’s not, and I’d rather have gold than women and boys to distract us.”

      “If you want your men to fight ferociously, they’ll need a few comforts. Especially given the uncomfortable truth we’ve had to swallow.”

      “So how many women of marriage age have we captured?”

      “Not enough.”

      “And then what is left to ransom?” I asked. “How many children and men?”

      “Plenty, Lord Imperator. So long as someone wants them.”

      The clop-clop of tree-chopping mixed with the wailing of the desperate — the closest thing to silence, here. Who would we be ransoming these people to? War engulfed this country, as Markos had made plain. An opposing army surrounded the city, enemy to the people within. So who would we trade with?

      “We need to speak with the horde outside the passage,” I said. “Learn what ransom they’ll pay for this rabble.”

      “Lord Basil the Opener!” someone called in an accent so strange, I almost didn’t recognize my name.

      A man in a white dress strung with blue ribbons stood within a pen, surrounded by so many crying women and children. He stuck his dark head through the wooden beams. “Lord Basil! We waited for you!”

      “You speak proper Crucian,” I said. “What’s your name?”

      “I speak the tongue of merciful Angelsong. I am Amros. I was born a mere fortnight before the blood plague ravished my homeland of Labash. Our priests say it was a sign of the End of Epochs, and so we all knew your return was at hand. We all came to this country, awaiting your descent from heaven.”

      So he was one of Abu’s cohort. But Abu served Shah Kyars, not me.

      “I’ve spoken with your grandmaster. He obeys the shah.”

      “Then he is a fool.” Amros gave the wooden beams a stern shake. His eyebrows touched like swords. “How can an earthly oath overcome a heavenly one? I would follow you — and only you — Lord Basil.”

      Tomas came to my ear. “Best we be wary of these people. Ethosians, they may be, but desperation makes you say and do anything.” A truth I knew too well.

      Caution was indeed owed: a loyal follower from this time would be as a ruby, but a treacherous one would be poison. “So you would do as I ask?” I said to Amros.

      He nodded. His unyielding gaze seemed as determined as my own before the wall of Kostany.

      “Then prove it.” I gestured to my leather sandals. “I’m going to close my eyes and count to one hundred. When I open them, I want to see two heads at my feet.”

      I closed my eyes and counted as the wails heightened in pitch amid the hard beating of Amros’ fists on someone’s flesh. I almost wanted to peek and see how he’d do the deed, but that would spoil the game.

      At eighteen slow seconds, something sloshed at my feet.

      I beheld two heads, both grown women with curly black hair, their necks and jaws bludgeoned. He hadn’t taken the easy way and beheaded children. Perhaps he hadn’t the stomach for it.

      “Let him out,” I said to Tomas. “Learn everything he knows. Have him repeat this test to form a cohort of loyal Labashites. Archers of the Eye, I believe they are called.”

      “Two ripe damsels, wasted on such…” Tomas released a bitter sigh.

      “Only their heads.” I kicked one toward him.

      He winced and shuddered.

      “Lord Imperator!” It was Herakon.

      I turned to see my First Spear emerge through the blood fog, wearing the golden armor of the gholam. A matchlock clung to his back, and a golden sword and dagger hung off his belt.

      “You look like a freshly minted coin,” I said with a gleeful chuckle. “Tell me.”

      He put a fist on his heart. “Among our own, I’ve estimated our losses to between ten and twenty thousand.”

      Now I winced. A number far higher than I’d hoped. And still imprecise. “Narrow it down. We’ll need to reorganize the legions and swap cohorts. I’m hopeful we’ll gain new followers among the Labashites to make up for those gone to the Archangel. How many matchlocks do we have?”

      “Three thousand. It’s not the matchlocks we lack, Imperator. It’s the…” He made a circle with his thumb and forefinger. “The iron balls. The gholam we captured say they stored most within the Shrine of Saint Chisti.”

      “Why there?”

      “In the event it needed to be defended from the Rubadi.”

      I wagged my forefinger. “Let’s call them by their proper name — the Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance. We need not mix up the factions from our own time with those at present.”

      “Apologies, Lord Imperator.” He gazed away, his gray eyes bleaker than usual. “How is it that you accept all this so easily?”

      “It is no easy thing, Prefect. We are all here for a reason.” I dug deep for these words. “The Archangel tests those he loves the most. Only unbelievers and hypocrites get an easy time.” I put my hand on his cheek and directed his eyes to mine. “Now iron your heart. This trial has only just begun.”

      

      Tomas, Markos, and I walked to the southern passage, surrounded by legionaries wearing our own armor, lest the Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance confuse us for the gholam. The fog covering the passageway was thick as blood-tinged milk, like a threshold into another world.

      I raised my hands. “Archangel, lead us not unto ruin. Beset us not with trials we cannot bear. Widen the paths to your wrath, so that we may not fall into the pit of your mercy.”

      “Uh… Lord Imperator…” Markos, ever polite, touched my arm. “You mixed up the words.”

      It had been a long week. “Widen the paths to your mercy, so that we may not fall into the pit of your wrath.” I took out my waterskin and poured water on my hands. Those with me did, as well. Then we brought our hands to our faces, rubbed our foreheads, and completed the water prayer.

      Because the southern passage was so narrow, we had to walk seven in a row. We formed columns with Markos, Tomas, and me just behind a row of my mightiest legionaries.

      We followed the winding way of the passage. Wavy, discolored lines covered the sandstone walls, which we could barely see because of the red haze. They resembled sea waves, like the style of Paramic letters in the shrines. Perhaps it had been the inspiration.

      We all stopped once we saw the winged creature.

      It stilled in the air as if frozen. The wings resembled a bat, but the body and face were of a catfish. Eyeballs hung off it in separate sacks, like a see-through scrotum. The fact that we could all see it meant it wasn’t hiding behind the veil.

      When one eyeball blinked, my body shook. My heart cried out like a child, spreading terror through my limbs. I gripped my inner sword and planted my feet firmer on the sand.

      “By the Archangel…” Tomas’ usually buttery voice was now filled with holes. “What in mighty Malak’s name is that?”

      “It is a Fallen Angel,” I replied in my most fearless tone. “An obstacle besetting our holy path. A sign that we are nearing the fulfillment of our mission and terrorizing the Fallen so much that they have now decided to step through the veil.”

      The men at my front and back were stunned to silence by it. It was moments like this when a father must lead his children.

      I mustered every shred of bravery within me, and moved a single step forward. The creature stared at us, but did not unfreeze, as if it were painted upon the fog. Only its dangling eyes moved, the human-like pupils following us.

      “Forward,” I ordered. I took the lead and marched my men through the southern passage, until the abomination disappeared in the blood fog behind us.

      Another one appeared at our front.

      Seventeen giant human legs, each bending at the knee, hovered in the air. I may have stared at it for too long while counting. At the end of the seventeen thighs, connecting the legs, stood a spire. A black tower. Windows of obsidian were scattered around it, in no sensible pattern, with a slanted door somewhere in the middle. The tower stretched upward into the red fog, while toes dangled off each of the seventeen feet. So many toes, flinching in inexplicable patterns, as if they were being poked with knives.

      Thankfully, I did not notice any eyes. I prayed it could not see us.

      My men trembled as they breathed deep. I took Markos’ shaking hand and said, “I know it does not make sense. Do not look at it. The Fallen Angels wish for you to question your own mind and thereby your faith. We cannot let them drive us to madness, for that is how they win.”

      We walked beneath the seventeen-legged-tower abomination until we came to the opening of the passageway. A relief to see a freer landscape. A few steps later, another madness-inducing creature appeared, this time in the open desert.

      A headless giant, its skin formed from obsidian, stood like a mountain. Translucent tentacles burst out of its belly and moved through the air like flying snakes. Though the giant itself stood still, a jittery, painful motion possessed the tentacles. The longer I stared, the more I noticed the eyes inside the tentacles struggling to open and close. The whole monstrosity resonated with pain and prison, and it cried like an infant. It was not meant to be birthed in this world, but it was made of parts and formed from a design, just like we men.

      The longer I stared, the more I learned about its wrong parts. Those tentacles grew from its bones, and bone marrow poured through them. But when the viscous marrow reached the eyes inside the tentacles, it caused them great irritation, because whoever designed this creature had made a mistake, and the many souls trapped within had to suffer—

      “Lord Imperator!”

      Tomas’ shout snapped me from the awful thoughts. The legionaries had surrounded me whilst I stared at the eyes in the tentacles. I’d done what I’d just warned Markos not to.

      I averted my gaze and marched past the abomination, through the sand and rock and dunes and shrubs. Finally, the blood fog thinned. Finally, we breathed clear air. It was a holy feeling, and we hymned praises to the Archangel as soon as we beheld a blue sky.

      Horse hooves quaked the sand. Riders filled the horizon. They surrounded us at mesmerizing speed. We raised our hands to show our peaceful purpose.

      Markos went to the biggest among them. “Take us to your khatun,” he said in Paramic.

      

      The riders escorted us to a sea of tents. In my long, well-traveled life, I’d not seen tents as grand. Each was painted with marching lions or frescoes of battles or more abstract, geometric and floral patterns.

      Small horses grazed on every speck of grass that covered the oasis. They’d soon eat up the growth, I imagined, and drink the water. When we camped here seven hundred years ago, this was dry and devoid scrubland, so we only brought mules and camels. I’d ordered the Rubadi horsemen in my employ to guard the environs of Qandbajar instead of traveling with us to the desert. We could not sustain so many voracious creatures. Now, I marveled at how horses outnumbered the men of this horde many times over, despite being smaller than what I was accustomed to.

      The riders led us toward a tent so large it could have been a palace. Comfort awaited within: clusters of soft couches and silky pillows around crafted wooden tables. Strange instruments of wood, metal, and glass lay upon them. The flaps on each side of the tent were open and brought in a soothing breeze.

      We seated ourselves, and a slave in Alanyan robes served us rosewater. I’d enjoyed this drink in Qandbajar, seven hundred years ago, but it tasted tangier, now. The slave brought a huge, brass plate of moist dates, which, judging by the palm forests we’d passed on the way, were sustaining this horde.

      Some of their warriors streamed in, wearing a motley assortment of cotton vests, plumed caps, and chain and leather armor. A woman with an eyepatch matched the men in height — must be the khatun Tomas mentioned. An ugly, earless man scowled at me, whilst a brown-bearded khagan, who seemed large for his leathers, took a seat across from us.

      On the way here, I’d told Tomas and Markos, “Show no hostility, but do not let them think us weak. We must neither goad nor tempt them to attack us — rather, let us hide in this khatun’s dress.”

      A shapely woman entered the tent, golden tulips patterned across her breezy garb. Given her soft cheeks, she could not have been older than twenty years. Ah, so this was the beauty with the mesmerizing eyelashes that Tomas had mentioned. The translator.

      She sat with them. The khatun with the eyepatch leaned forward and spoke.

      “Before we begin,” the shapely woman translated in perfect Crucian, “I want to ask about one of our men who entered the blood cloud. He has not yet returned. We were wondering if you had seen him.”

      I turned to Tomas and Markos, who sat on either side of me. They both shook their heads, so I shook mine. “We have not heard of anyone entering from your side.”

      The distracting woman translated my words into Paramic.

      “Please be on the lookout,” the one-eyed khatun said. “Should you return him to us, you would earn our good will.”

      “We would love your good will.” I raised my glass of rosewater, then took a sip.

      “Am I correct to assume that you are Imperator Basil the Breaker?”

      “I am.”

      “Ours is an auspicious meeting. I am Sultana Cyra, one among the seven Jotrids and Sylgiz who now rule Alanya.”

      “Archangel keep you, Sultana Cyra. Your hospitality is ever appreciated. We are only too glad to see that hospitality remains so highly regarded in this land, even after so many centuries.” I smiled wide and gave her a polite chuckle. It made me nauseous to be so placating. “We hope we can count on your good nature, fairness, and generosity. We hope we can come to some accord fruitful for the both of us.”

      Fuck the Fallen. I spoke as if I were trying to woo her. As if I were a boy of thirteen, pleading with hope she’d make me a man. I needed to mend my approach, lest she think us weak.

      In truth, Saurva and the monstrous things we’d seen in the blood fog had shaken me off my usual iron seat. They were the Uncreated’s manifestations, and meaning could not be made from their forms, despite what I’d told my followers. But when I thought of my men who remained in that fog, who believed I was leading them upon a divine path, a bottomless strength pooled in me. I resolved to shepherd my children before I enjoyed any comfort.

      “I, too, wish for us to come to some accord,” Sultana Cyra said through the translator. “And I wish for us to avoid bloodshed. But as you know, Zelthuriya is the soul of Alanya, and as its rightful rulers, we cannot allow you to remain in such a holy place. Our people will clamor for the comforts of their shrines, and if we cannot give that, we will lose our honor in their sight.”

      I gazed at the shapely, dark-haired woman while she translated. Tomas and Markos, too, would not take their eyes off her. Even among my own men, even among the orators, I had not heard our language spoken so sublimely. Such eloquence in the way she translated the sultana’s words. Such musicality. I could listen to her soft voice all day.

      “We do not wish to remain in Zelthuriya,” I said, turning to stare into the sultana’s single cedar-colored eye. “But to be true, we do not know where to go.” I obviously could not reveal that I intended to set my sword on Qandbajar. “We have traveled a long way… or rather, a long time, and so have no home.”

      Cyra whispered to the two men on either side of her. The slightly rotund one whispered back.

      Then she said, “We can give you passage to the Yunan coast. There, you can request your fellow countrymen to take you back across the sea to Crucis.”

      “I’m afraid most of us are not from Crucis. Or at least, not the Crucis you know. We are from the country you now call Sirm.” I put my hand on my heart. “I was born in Kostany.” I gestured to Tomas. “He was born in Deimos — and never lets you forget it.” I put my hand on Markos’ shoulder. “And him amid the shining lakes of Lysithea.”

      The sultana clasped her spindly hands and smiled. “Then go home to Sirm. We will not stop you.”

      We obviously were not ready for a journey like that. Nor did I wish to march into the jaws of the empire that had devoured our own.

      “But they would not let us,” I said. “The Seluqal House that now rules it would kill us all.”

      “‘Let us?’” Cyra let out a single, mocking chuckle. Her easygoing nature was both disarming and disturbing. Just what were we up against? “Are you not a conqueror of legend? So reconquer it. We’ll even supply you.”

      “You would help us reconquer our country?”

      “I don’t want you conquering this one.” She crossed her legs and sat back. “The Seluqals are adversary to us both. Speaking of, what has happened to Shah Kyars?”

      I whispered to Tomas, “Think we should tell her?”

      Tomas said in my ear, “Perhaps they can make it easier for us.”

      I nodded and said to Cyra, “He and several hundred of his loyal gholam have barricaded themselves in the Shrine of Saint Chisti.”

      “Father Chisti,” said the ugly, one-eared man with a scar through his beard. “He is Father Chisti. Do not call him saint.”

      Strange. It seemed the adversity in this country took on a religious nature, too. “They are in the shrine. The doors are… thick. We have failed to break them with the trunks of the palms we cut.”

      “We can give you a bomb,” Cyra said.

      The man with one ear retorted angrily to that. But what he said to her was not translated for us.

      “What’s a bomb?” I asked once they were done arguing.

      Cyra clasped her hands together, then spread them out and made a loud khhh sound from her mouth.

      “It’s like fire, but it screams,” she said. “However, Khagan Gokberk is worried that it could damage the shrine itself. We are faithful Latians who revere Father Chisti and his Children, so we cannot permit that. Still… I could insist that we give you a small bomb. One that does not have much blast, and would only crack the sandstone doors, allowing you to break it apart with your logs.”

      “We would appreciate such a weapon,” I said, my tone eager. Almost servile. “As you can imagine, many Zelthuriyans died when we were brought to the city. But there are many who survived, who are now our prisoners. We seek to ransom them.”

      Cyra and her companions whispered among each other. Then she said, “I thought the Ethos faith forbade the buying and selling of slaves.”

      Some bishops did hold that opinion, but they were not so influential in my time. Had that changed? “Let me worry about what my faith does and does not allow.”

      “All right. We are always in need of slaves. We’ll pay you fairly for them. And we’ll pay you extravagantly for those barricaded in the Shrine of Father Chisti.”

      Reassuring to hear that they were such bitter enemies, they had no hesitation enslaving each other. The Alanya of my time was united under the saint-king, and we feared he would send his infidel armies north to our bountiful land — I was wise to have struck first.

      “But…” Cyra said, “we will only deal with you if you agree not to stay in Alanya. Go east to Kashan or west to Sirm, and we will help you. Remain here, and we will fight you.”

      Kashan was also ruled by a mighty Seluqal. Markos had made plain we’d find no free land there. The sultana had presented a choice: go east and fight to fulfill the prophecy of the Opener, or go home and fight for our rightful land.

      I whispered in Markos’ ear, “What do you think I should tell her?”

      He whispered back, “Tell her you yearn for home. It is more humble.”

      “So… what are your thoughts?” Cyra asked with impatience.

      I thought that Alanya was a ripe fig, ready for plucking. But I would tell her the opposite.

      “I am the Opener. But I am also father to my legions. I will lead my men to Lysithea. We will put it to siege, and thereby open Sirm, leaving you for good. And if things go well, we’ll be neighbors.”

      That brought a satisfied ahh from Tomas. I turned to see him nodding in approval.

      Cyra conferred with her two companions.

      “That is wonderful,” she said. “We would be glad to see you off… on one condition…”

      “Condition?”

      “Shah Kyars and Pasha Kato — or both their heads — must be paid to me. Should you leave without killing or capturing them, you’d give them every opportunity to escape through the northern passage. We can’t have that. So until you deliver them to me, all fifty thousand Jotrid and Sylgiz warriors will encamp here, watching what comes out of the blood fog.” She sighed with impatience. She was good at that. “Don’t make us wait. I’m eager to return to Qandbajar.”

      “We’d like to be done with this land, too. Give us the,” I made the explosive khhh with my tongue. “We’ll destroy the doors, invade the shrine, and get you your precious heads.”

      I said it with such sincerity. And yet, the demoness Saurva had insisted that I secure the Gate beneath the Shrine of Saint Chisti.

      Cyra smiled. She did indeed possess a unique charm herself, as Tomas had mentioned. But it was more of a regal, imposing sort of beauty, one far too uncommon among the dames and damsels of Crucis.

      “Then let us celebrate, Imperator Basil the Breaker.” She raised her glass of rosewater. “The Sylgiz and Jotrids are delighted to have a new ally.”
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      Tribes of Abyads fled on foot and on the backs of camels, donkeys, and horses — whatever they had. Their blood was now violable, and the Jotrids and Sylgiz were eager to take what their faith and power allowed.

      We went west and clung to the mountains, preferring arid, uneven territory to open sands. When it came time to turn south toward Dorud, the sun fell into the horizon and streaked red across the clouds, so the Abyads stayed in the sallow mountains, in caves the Waste tribes likely knew little of. Soon, folks went about gathering water from the mountain wells, and little camel-dung fires lit up the crags.

      I did my own inspection — one of arms. Every Abyad man had a dagger and at least a sword, spear, or matchlock, so it was not weapons they lacked. Their eagerness to defend their lives and property was not without spirit. I went among the youths to test their swordsmanship — they’d obviously been trained, well enough to defend their caravans from brigands.

      What they lacked was a martial formation. In a battle, they’d likely just form lines behind their leaders, without understanding how to rotate efficiently, and thereby conserve the most precious fuel in war: stamina. Neither did they have a firm grasp on how to counter the typical tactics of the Waste tribes: feint retreats, lightning flanking, and luring and encircling. Janissaries drilled for years on the necessary counters. In this state, a hundred Jotrids or Sylgiz could kill a thousand Abyads, which is why the hunting parties of ten were so dangerous.

      That the Abyads were so angry did not help, either. Wars are best fought with a cool calculation, and nothing was colder than the efficiency with which the Jotrids and Sylgiz killed, plundered, and enslaved. Enough blood had spilled, but the hatreds Cyra sowed would water these sands for generations to come.

      Kinn returned in the early evening. I was tempted to snap his little jinn neck the moment he fluttered to my side, as I sat upon my camel whilst serving as scout and lookout.

      “Where the fuck were you?” I couldn’t help the spittle flying from my mouth.

      “You told me to look for Sadie.”

      “Aye, but I didn’t tell you to be gone the length of the day.”

      “You said not to return until I found her.”

      “Well did you?”

      Kinn shook his head, a purple feather flying off him. “I found something else, though. Angels. There are angels in the blood fog. Remember what I told you about the Realm of the Angels?”

      I shrugged. “You said jinn do not enter it.”

      “The blood fog is the Realm of the Angels. Or rather, it’s a smaller, stranger version of it.”

      I wiped my sweaty forehead with the loose end of my turban. “So what?”

      “Did you not hear me? There are angels in there. Angels!”

      “What is an angel, anyway?”

      “The most wicked creature. We jinn have done our best to stay separate from them. It is the one thing we all agree on — do not enter the Realm of the Angels.”

      “Angels will not stop me from finding Sadie.”

      I rode to Hurran and Ruhi, who were at a fire with some Abyad elders. I gestured for them to meet me in the shadow of a boulder.

      “In the morning, go west into the open desert,” I said to them. “Avoid the river — they’ll be expecting you there. The Abyads will know when it’s time to turn south.”

      “What will you do?” Hurran asked.

      “My jinn is back, so I’m going to take advantage of his wings. I’m going to Zelthuriya. If I see any hunting parties on the way, I’ll cut them down to afford the Abyads more time to reach Dorud’s walls.”

      “Why would you go back there?” Ruhi crossed her arms, her black caftan covered in sand.

      “I need to know if Sadie… and Kyars are all right.”

      Hurran sighed with the weariness of the world. “You’d be risking a lot for one… two persons.”

      “It’s my life to risk.”

      “Is it?” Ruhi asked. “You’re a magus. You’re wearing three of the blessed masks that Lat bestowed to her worshippers. Is it not your purpose to defend the faith and its adherents?”

      She was right. I’d given my life to Lat for that very reason.

      “Kyars is the shah. He is the Sword of the Faith. Would you have me abandon him?”

      “Kyars is either deep in Chisti’s shrine, a prisoner of the Crucians, or a corpse,” Hurran said. “Same with your lover. What exactly are you going to do for them?” Such an irritating bluntness.

      “I can fly them out.”

      “You’re wearing impenetrable armor.” Ruhi pointed to my black chest plate. “They won’t be. One arrow is all it would take to end them.”

      I could not deny the truth of that. The truth of any of it.

      “Let me lay my heart plain…” I let out a harsh sigh. “I just need to know if Sadie is all right. So long as she’s safe beneath Chisti’s shrine, I’ll be contented. We barricaded the place to withstand an assault from the Jotrids and Sylgiz. It can survive Crucians, too. Not forever, but long enough for us out here to do something to help them. So if I learn she’s in there, then I can come back and do what needs to be done.”

      “And if she’s not in there?” Hurran asked. “If you learn, instead, that she’s dead?”

      I glowered and shook my head. “That’s not going to be the case.”

      “We can’t stop you.” Ruhi gazed away. “Just remember that the whole realm needs you, Kevah. We need you to be what you’re supposed to be.”

      Frigid winds blew as the sun sank beneath the earth.

      “I’ve made my decision. I’ll meet you both in Dorud. Get started on Grand Vizier Barkam. We can’t let him hedge while the rest of the country murders each other. It’s time everyone chose a side.”

      

      On the way to Zelthuriya, I annihilated three evening hunting parties with bloody efficiency — each comprised of five Jotrids and five Sylgiz. I’d swoop down, my sword drawn, and just swing and swipe. I allowed a single Jotrid to flee howling from each, as they were the weaker of the two tribes in combat prowess. The survivor would let them all know that I was hunting them. That I could fall upon their warm fires from any patch of sky. May they shudder in their beds thinking about the janissary in black armor. May they imagine my face in the ceiling holes of their yurts.

      Kinn landed me on a mountain facing the blood cloud. It now bulged broader. It resembled a bumpy, wine-colored wall amid desolate peaks.

      “You know I don’t want to go in there!” Kinn fluttered near my head, rainbow feathers flying off him in agitation. “But you also know I won’t let you go in there alone.”

      “It’s true. I’m taking advantage of your care and concern for me.”

      “You always do that!” He settled himself on a withered tree branch. “But I care about Sadie as much as you, you know. That’s why I didn’t come back until sundown.”

      “I know.” It would be another night without sleep. Perhaps another night of endless battle. And while I could force myself to fight for days, I worried for Kinn, as much as I didn’t want to show it. “Let’s make this quick and be in Dorud before sunrise. If it helps, I won’t fight anyone… on purpose.”

      Kinn rubbed his wings together — he did this whenever he was nervous, like when he’d go into the women’s bathhouse. “If an angel comes for us, or if you’re in danger, I’m getting us out.”

      “Fair. Let’s not waste time.”

      The little jinn grabbed my shoulders with his chicken feet and fluttered us into the blood cloud.

      As soon as we entered, I coughed from the stench of innards. It hadn’t been this thick before. I closed my eyes to keep my vision from turning red. Even my helmet — as total as its protection was — couldn’t keep the fog out.

      My eyes flung open upon hearing the siren: a voice like sitar strings cut with a dagger. Then I beheld the lights — twelve flickering stars, dancing in orbits around each other. Shining somewhere in the fog, from where came the discordant siren song. Shifting, tentacle-like shadows moved among the lights, displacing the blood cloud ahead.

      “What in Lat’s name is that?” I whispered.

      Kinn swooped us down as the twelve lights hovered above, where we just were.

      “I hope to die never knowing,” he said, jittery.

      The tops of domes and sandstone buildings poked through the haze. Kinn dropped me on a mountain ledge that overlooked the main lane of shrines, at the end of which stood the Shrine of Saint Chisti, with its towering columns and imposing, yellow double door. Not that I could see it through the blood fog.

      But I could see the Crucians. They were indeed a sea, covering the whole lane and sprawling into the other districts beyond view. Some even wore gholam gold, now.

      “What’s the plan?” Kinn asked as he perched upon a boulder.

      “The plan…” Whenever you’d neglected to think things through, that question was a dagger through your mail. “We wait for the doors to open, though I can’t even see them from here.”

      Something about these Crucians was uncanny. I was so busy fighting them last time, I only realized it now while watching them as they stood in their circles, around little fires. Most had darker skin and hair than the Crucians Micah had led. Along with their weak weapons and armor, and the strange eight-column sigil on their flags and iron mail, I could not make sense of it.

      “Who are these people, Kinn?”

      “Wish I could tell you.”

      “I think it’s time we found out.”

      With the fog as my cloak, I climbed down the perch and into a narrow alley between two sandstone buildings. I peered into the nearest window. Crucian soldiers lay sprawled across the floor of what was once a carpet shop. Two were crying, two stared vacantly at the ceiling, and two were asleep, blood from the fog pooling on their tongues and gums.

      “They don’t seem happy to be here,” I whispered to Kinn.

      “Would you be happy sipping blood all day and night?”

      Indeed, blood was all I tasted on my tongue. Blood had to come from somewhere, someone, something. There was so much in this cloud, and whoever remained here was forced to swallow it. Not just through their mouths, but through their eyes and ears and skin, too.

      I walked toward the back of the alley, which led to another alley, this one between the side of a mountain and the shops of the street. My feet crunched on the trash strewn about, mostly broken glass and fruit peels. Puddles of feces dotted the area, which I was careful to avoid. The blood stench stirred with all this awful rot; I hardly wanted to breathe.

      I continued onward. A Crucian soldier was squatting ahead, pants down, doing his business. Kinn picked me up and flew forward, so my feet wouldn’t make a sound. I plunged my sword in the man’s neck as we flew by, deep enough that he wouldn’t have a throat to scream with.

      “I know it would’ve been risky,” Kinn said, “but you could’ve questioned him before you killed him.”

      “I don’t speak Crucian.”

      “I do, remember? I can translate for you.”

      “So have you understood anything anyone has uttered since we came here?”

      “My Crucian isn’t the best,” Kinn said. “I have to really focus on what’s being said to understand it.”

      The black mouth of a cave appeared. I gestured for Kinn to fly us inside.

      It turned out to be a small, narrow sepulcher for Mazbar, a lesser-known saint, his name sprawled in white ink across a misshapen shroud. His limbs jutted against the inside of the shroud, as if his body had been struggling to get out. He’d died two hundred years ago, so that obviously wasn’t possible. He’d be nothing but bones, if even that.

      “Go and eavesdrop,” I said as I crouched in the corner of the tiny shrine. “I’ll wait here. Come back when you have much to tell me.”

      

      I endured a few tense moments. Soldiers had run by the cave, searching for whoever had cut the throat of one of their brothers whilst he was shitting. Some even poked their heads inside, but no one noticed a shadow behind the blood fog.

      Kinn returned an hour later. He landed in front of the crevice where I was kneeling.

      “I don’t understand their dialect,” he said. “The Ethosians in Sirm only spoke this way within their chapels.”

      “Then what were you doing for a whole hour?”

      “Following their leader. The man they all call Imperator Basil.”

      “Imperator Basil… was Josias overthrown, or is this man a claimant?”

      “I don’t know. He had Archers of the Eye with him. They were teaching the Crucians how to assemble, load, and fire matchlocks.”

      So that was why gunshots had been popping through the air.

      “Ethosians will support Ethosians — trust them at your peril. Though… you’d think an army of Crucians wouldn’t need to be taught how to fire a gun.”

      “They all seemed so enamored with the weapon. Astonished. Another thing…” A feather flew off Kinn and disappeared as it landed. “I came back at once because Imperator Basil can see me. I did my best to keep out of sight just in case, but I’m certain that he looked right into my eyes before I could flutter away.”

      “So the veil is lifted for him. He can see the unseen, like me.”

      Kinn nodded. “His men and even the Archers kept calling him Opener. It’s one of the few phrases I did understand.”

      I let out a shocked breath. Lunara had called me Opener when she’d tempted me to serve Hawwa. She’d insinuated, by her words, that Hawwa had chosen me to walk that path. Micah had also claimed the title. “This man is serving the Dreamer. We can expect him and Cyra to make common cause, if they haven’t already.”

      “There’s more — one of Basil’s retainers, a frail-looking fellow named Markos, can speak Paramic. But he only uses Old Paramic words and grammar forms. You know, like in the Recitals of Chisti.”

      I tapped my fingers on the rough cave wall. “So we have people speaking Old Crucian and Old Paramic. They don’t know how to fire a matchlock. Their armor and swords are formed entirely from iron, with no steel.” I brushed the chin of my helmet. I took it off, so I could rub my beard as I pondered. “Tengis liked to collect old weapons and armor as keepsakes. He had some like that — they were forged hundreds of years ago, by smiths who didn’t know better. It’s as if this army came…” I stopped myself for how ridiculous it seemed on my tongue.

      “From a time long ago,” Kinn completed.

      I let out a single muffled chuckle as dread welled in my chest. “Imperator Basil… Imperator Basil the Banished. Everyone knows the story. He conquered Alanya. Then he marched to conquer Zelthuriya. But he vanished in the Zelthuriyan sands, seven hundred years ago.” I shook my head with disdain. “No… it couldn’t be… that’s utter madness.”

      Kinn flapped his wings, obviously excited we were getting somewhere. “What if it’s not madness? While we call him Basil the Banished, the Crucians call him Basil the Breaker, don’t they? I swear I heard someone call him that. Yes, I’m certain. The word breaker is only slightly different in Old Crucian.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s him.”

      But it was the most obvious explanation. It was staring me in the face. An imperator and his army had disappeared in the past, and reappeared here and now, to complete their conquest of Zelthuriya. Surely, the Dreamer was capable of this sort of evil. An evil that transcends time.

      “I think we need to assume that it is him,” Kinn said.

      I nodded as slowly as I could. “Maybe that’s a good thing. We have far better weapons than they do. If we can gather enough khazis and gholam and zabadar and janissaries, and maybe even some Kashanese sirdars, we can retake Zelthuriya. Even if we’re outnumbered, weapons and tactics matter more. Yes, this should be our goal. Unless…”

      “Unless?”

      “Unless Cyra aids them. Arms them. Turns them against us.”

      “I think she already has. I noticed them hauling explosive pots from the southern pass. Where else could they have gotten them from?”

      All was as I feared. I clenched my gauntleted fist. “Cyra wants to help them get inside the shrines. She wants them to kill or capture Kyars and eliminate the remaining gholam for her.” I yearned to punch the cave wall. If Sadie was in the shrine with Kyars, then her life was in as much danger.

      “Kinn, we have to find Sadie. Right now. Right now.” I couldn’t keep my tone free of terror. “Even if I die, even if—”

      Kinn wound his wing and smacked me. “You won’t die. Not as long as I’m with you. Don’t lose hope for her life, either.”

      I rubbed my cheek. His feathers lashed harder than I realized they could. “You don’t understand. The last words I said to her were so bitter. The last time I saw her, I had so much… so much hatred in my heart for her. But it wasn’t her fault. Melancholy had overcome her. She needed my support and love, and instead I was so cruel. I was such a—”

      Kinn smacked me again. “How many lovers do you think I’ve watched in my eighty-nine years? They are all cruel to each other. But the true ones forgive, time and time again. They’ll be shouting at each other one day, and in each other’s arms the next.”

      I needed to grip myself. Too much had to be done. “You’re right.”

      “Let’s focus. What do you intend to do?”

      “If I capture Basil, I can deliver him to Kyars. With a dagger to their prophesied Opener’s neck, the Crucians will stand down. We might even be able to fly Kyars and Sadie out.”

      “It’s a sound plan.” Kinn chuckled with clucks mixed in. “Or perhaps I’ve become as mad as you.”

      A cool head was good. But when the odds were this bad, you needed a touch of madness.

      As I walked out of the shrine, I glanced at Mazbar’s sepulcher. The green shroud lay perfectly smooth behind its cage, in stark contrast to its earlier, disarrayed appearance.

      “Kinn… did you mess with the shroud?”

      The chicken shook his head. “I know I’m into some weird things, but you know what isn’t one of them? Necro—”

      “Never mind. Must be my mind playing tricks. Let’s go.”
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BASIL

        

      

    

    
      Saurva formed from azure wisps of fog as I sat and prayed in my room. This time, I did not cower. I looked upon the demoness with undaunted faith in my path and purpose.

      She stared back and ran her hand between her nippleless breasts. “Have you figured out whom you’re going to turn into Micah the Metal?”

      “Who’s that? Some pig farmer?”

      “He was a master in matters of war. And a master of guns and bombards. I fear you won’t win without him, Papa.”

      “I’m a master of war.”

      “Not these wars.” Saurva giggled, then ran her finger down to her textureless navel. “You’re about to be murdered, and you don’t even realize it.”

      “And who is going to murder me?”

      “Kevah, the magus wearing the Archangel.”

      I laughed at the idea of wearing god.

      “The one in impenetrable black armor,” Saurva said. “Who wields an all-destroying black sword.”

      “Oh, him. I’ve put down worse.”

      “Such unearned bravado.” The Fallen Angel reached behind her back and pulled a dagger out of the air. A pure, unblemished brightness immersed the white blade. “This will break his armor.”

      “Is that…” The pearly luminescence entranced me. “The Tear of the Archangel?” We’d kept the Tear beneath Angelfall. It was an egg of brilliant white, the size of a carriage, said to be formed from the Archangel’s lamentations at the state of all that existed.

      “That’s an awful lie. Its source is not the Archangel, not at all. Quite the opposite. It’s meant to destroy angels.” She dropped it on the carpet.

      I did not reach for it.

      “Shortly, we’ll break the sandstone doors of Chisti’s shrine,” I said. “That will fulfill your need, will it not?”

      “What do you mean? State your intention plainly, Papa.”

      “After we kill everyone in the shrine — empty the place out — you can have it and Zelthuriya. Return Doran so we can leave.”

      “I don’t mind you leaving the blood fog to make alliances and get supplies, so long as you intend to return. This is your home, now.”

      “This cursed city can never be my home. My men are sick of breathing blood.”

      “Aww.” Red tears bled from her eyes. “Is this trial too hard for you, Papa? Do you need a hug? A sweet caress?”

      “Not from you.” I turned my back.

      “Is your brain bleeding? You can’t go.” Discordant, demonic notes drenched her voice. “Opening the shrine is only the beginning. You must open the Gate, too. That’s a far more complicated procedure. One you’ve been chosen to carry out.”

      “When the Saturni imperator ruled, he chose me to wipe the shit from his boots after the chariot races. Know what I did once I took the throne? I made him eat my shit-covered boots. Then I cut his ears, gouged his eyes, and threw him in the Shining Strait, his ankles tied to the silver bars he coveted so much. I still wonder — how does it feel to drown when you can’t see or hear?” I faced the demoness. “What others choose for me has never mattered.”

      “Even the Uncreated?” Saurva said. “Or perhaps the Dreamer? Hawwa? The Blood Star? The Morning Star? Where does one entity begin and the other end? What does a word include that a different word doesn’t? What does it matter when using languages that can never describe even a shadow of the divine? You’re like pigs, honking at the stars.”

      I couldn’t hide my shudder. I rubbed my eyes as blood from the fog pooled in my sockets and nostrils. Why did it do that sometimes, so suddenly? And only to some people? “Find some fool to open your fucking Gate. Maybe this Micah will do it. Take your book and understand this — you can’t use me. I’m the one who uses. Never the other way around.”

      “No, Papa.” She floated closer, her nose almost touching mine. I would push her away, but feared her freezing skin. “You must fulfill your purpose. Look how hard I’m working to fulfill mine.”

      “I am a free man, bestowed with free will by the Archangel, who gave us all the good that exists in this terrible world. I have sinned and sullied my soul, but the Archangel’s good includes a path to forgiveness — one that is always open. I choose to walk it. I do not choose your path.”

      “Crying and saying some words doesn’t absolve you of sin. Oh, and think of what your sins will do to poor Doran. He’ll be so disappointed when I tell him he’s never going home. More fun for me and my sisters, I suppose.”

      “I watched as the Saturni’s hired hands took turns raping my mother and little brother, before they cleaved them in two — and in the chapel, no less. You think I’m so easy to scare? Go ahead and dangle my son’s life. It makes no difference.”

      “It’s not his life I’m dangling. It’s his eternal soul. Would you condemn it to total suffering, just to save yourself from the reckoning you deserve? What kind of father are you?” She put her hand on her heart, though I doubted she had one. “Makes me ashamed to be your seed.”

      I sucked in a shaky breath. “Evil will not win, in the end. You’ve chosen the wrong side. As your father, that gives me the greater shame.”

      Saurva knelt. The third eye hiding in the back of her scalp shuttered open and closed, sideways. She picked up the shimmering dagger and placed it in my hands. “We might be ashamed of each other, but you’re still my papa. Don’t die.”

      I tucked it into my belt and left the room.

      

      My legionaries, many clad in the gold-plated armor of the gholam, placed Cyra’s explosive pots at the painted sandstone door of Chisti’s shrine.

      “Does it do what she claims?” I asked Herakon as we stood behind a series of overturned carts.

      “It does, Lord Imperator. It resembles, in some ways, the sticky fire of the Pyromancy Guild.”

      “Fuck those pyromancers.” They’d refused to recognize me as imperator, so I burned them all, but not before slowly pulling off their fingers and toes. “They died with their secrets.” And my respect at staying so staunch.

      We backed away farther, lest debris fly at us. I stood just outside the mouth of a different shrine. Herakon stepped forward, lit an arrow on a burning barrel, and aimed with a squint.

      “Wait,” I said.

      Markos and Tomas had just come from another street and now stood at my side. My legionaries gazed at me, as stern-faced as ever. We’d suffered this stench and fog for days. I knew from their bleary, blood-soaked eyes that we could suffer it no longer.

      But if we walked this path, if we shattered those doors, if we stormed the shrine and butchered all within — which god would we be serving?

      The Archangel, or the Uncreated?

      Despite my doubts, I owed my men clarity of purpose. While I did not seek the key to the Gate, I sought the key out of Zelthuriya. And that key was the heads of Kyars and Kato, as Cyra had made plain.

      I gave Herakon a nod. “Do it.”

      He loosed his flaming arrow. Lights shimmered as it hit the explosive pot. The mountains rumbled. Sandstone wailed with deafening fury, and a zealous wind pushed the red fog outward, clearing the air. It all smelled of dust and sulfur.

      As soon as the mighty sandstone door crumbled into a heap of rock, and the shadowed interior lay plain, a pop-pop-pop and dum-dum-dum sounded from within. Matchlock fire to welcome us, along with a drummer to keep it in rhythm — just as Amros had told us. I gave the signal for the first wave to attack.

      A century of my youngest legionaries — not one older than eighteen — raised their spears and the Eight-Legged Flag, then flowed into the cave mouth whilst screaming war hymns. Given their inexperience, I was willing to sacrifice them for the elite waves — how many sacrifices depended on how many bullet balls, arrows, and soldiers the enemy had.

      Since I enjoyed mentoring the youths, I knew most of their names. Knew if they were married and had children. Knew whether they supported the Blues or Greens at the chariot races, and carried no bias either way. I understood what I was sacrificing; it would be a sin worthy of hellfire if the cause were not a good one.

      A thud sounded behind me. I turned to see the black-clad warrior and a bizarre, colorful bird on his shoulders. It had the face of a handsome boy. When I’d sighted it watching me earlier, I thought it was the blood fog conjuring some madness.

      I pulled out my white-bladed dagger. The black warrior froze, allowing my men to encircle him, spears and arrows and matchlocks brandished in his direction. I gestured for them not to attack.

      “Tell him I want to talk,” I said to Markos.

      Markos said the words in Paramic.

      The black knight swung his ebony sword in a full circle. My men shuffled back as the airburst of his vicious swing reverberated. Then he spoke with the dark voice expected of a demon.

      “Why don’t you tell your men whom you really serve?” Markos translated. “The Archangel did not bring you to this time. The Dreamer did.”

      The Dreamer… Saurva had mentioned this entity. Had said that the distinction between it and the Uncreated was neither clear nor comprehendible, at least to us.

      “And whom do you serve?” I asked.

      “I serve Lat.” Of course he did.

      His sudden coming had distracted me from the first wave’s assault. As the smoke from the matchlock fire cleared, the bodies of our youths lay scattered across piles of blasted rock at the shrine’s opening. Holes filled each. So much wailing. The legionaries trying to drag them away to the healers endured matchlock fire themselves.

      I could not give my attention to it, lest the black demon strike. I raised the white dagger to chest height. “You fear this. You know what it is.”

      “The Tear of the Archangel. I once possessed a part of it.”

      “Is that so? What did you do with it?”

      “I destroyed Micah the Metal’s black arm.”

      That name again. So the black demon knew this “Micah”. Had fought him, even.

      “Stop your attack on the holy shrine,” he said. “Allow those within to depart in safety. Do so, and I’ll leave you with your life.”

      “Generous,” I scoffed. “But why should I make a deal with you? You are a one-man army, true, but you can’t kill us all. Even you’d get tired from swinging your sword. Besides, I’m holding a weapon that can break your armor.” I pointed in the direction of the southern passage. “Now let’s talk reasonably. Outside that way waits a vast horde. They will not allow us through without giving them the heads of two men in that shrine. How then can I pay them when you ask for the opposite?”

      The black warrior remained silent for a long few seconds. Then he said in a softer tone, “You’ll have to pay me, too. I’m looking for a woman with red hair.”

      Ah, so this demon had more than one weakness. Nothing weakened a warrior like a woman. Aside from children, of course. “We caught hundreds of those. You’ll have to be more specific. Although… this may be the worst place on earth for a Latian woman. So even if she is alive somewhere in this city, she likely wishes she wasn’t.”

      “You have that little dagger to protect you.” The demon chuckled bitterly. “So maybe I won’t risk killing you. Instead, I’ll kill everyone else, until you’re all alone. There was a time when my body count was longer than a sheikh’s beard. When I’m through with you all, it’ll be the length of the earth itself.”

      I’d antagonized him. But did I need more enemies? I’d disarmed my tongue with Cyra, and it won us a much-needed alliance.

      “Go find your woman.” I lowered my white dagger. “I swear upon the Archangel, we’ll allow you and her to fly out of here, unmolested. In return, stop butchering my men.”

      “Now who’s being generous?” Another bitter chuckle. “You sought to conquer our holy city a long time ago. Look around. Look at the blood cloud that brought you here. You’re a weapon, Basil the Breaker. A cudgel for an evil god. And I’m going to break you.”

      He turned and walked toward the Shrine of Chisti, the chicken-like creature still on his shoulders. My legionaries made way, as if he were parting the sea. This man was an avowed enemy, that much was obvious. His threat to kill us was no bombast, either, given the damage he’d already done. But I’d broken harder walls.

      I beckoned Tomas to my ear. He hurried over as the blood fog thickened.

      “Find every red-haired bitch left alive in the city,” I said. “Keep them under guard. Let no one touch them.”

      “I fear we may already be too late on that last command.”

      “Nevertheless, we find this woman, we leash the black warrior. I am, however, fearful of the bird. Veil the women before you move them to safety.”

      “Bird?”

      It was so easy to forget that only I could see such things. I gave wide-eyed Tomas a dismissive chuckle. “Waste no time, Tomas. I fear it may be running out.”

    

  







            17

          

          

      

    

    







KEVAH

        

      

    

    
      I stepped over bullet-filled Crucian bodies and charred stone from the exploded shrine doors. Kinn promised to warn me if Basil attempted something underhanded, then flew upon the highest column to keep watch.

      “This is Kevah. I’m coming in alone. Don’t shoot at me.”

      The row of crouching gholam in front of Chisti’s sepulcher did not open fire with their massive matchlocks. Neither did the row of gholam standing behind them.

      There was no blood fog here. Such a vile thing could not penetrate the sanctity of this holy place. The stench of sulfur and saltpeter sweetened the air, instead.

      Two more rows of gholam crouched and stood upon the balcony overlooking the main area, which was usually full of pilgrims begging Saint Chisti to take their prayers to Lat. And yet more rows waited across the vast hall at the far side which led toward all the hallways and rooms. So long as we had guns, ammo, and men to use them, even an army of a million could not overcome these defenses.

      But guns, ammo, men, food, and water would all be in limited supply. And given that there was only one way in or out, they could not be replenished. It was only a matter of time until the Crucians broke through and killed everyone.

      “Kevah.” Kato’s voice. He pushed through the rows of gholam, then gestured for me to come. I took off my helmet and followed him toward the staircase that led to the intricate system of winding interior halls, all built within and beneath the mountain.

      It smelled like week’s old sweat and ancient dust. City folk filled every bursting room, such that there was barely space to lie down. Many held babies or clutched children. Many chanted prayers. So much nervous chatter. They eyed me with fear and hope as I kept up to Kato’s pace.

      These good people deserved better.

      Kato led me to Kyars’ room. Abu, Grandmaster of the Archers of the Eye, sat against the wall in one corner, wearing golden gholam armor. Kyars lay on his pallet, a matchlock as his bedmate and gilded armor his covering.

      “Where’s Sadie?” I asked.

      “Not here,” Kato said as he shut the door.

      He almost shut my hopes with those words. If she was not here, I did not want to think of the alternative.

      I looked at Kyars with a heavy desperation. “When did you last see her?”

      Abu said, “When we received word that the Jotrids and Sylgiz were charging through the desert toward the Abyad festival, Sadie grabbed her bow and rushed out.”

      “Where did she go?” The obvious answer struck me like an arrow to the heart. “She went to help them.”

      “Of course she did.” Abu sighed. “She’s not the kind of woman to cower in a cave while the innocent face slaughter.”

      In that moment, I wished she was that kind of cowardly woman. Better for the one I loved to be a coward and alive than brave and buried in the sand. But then would I have ever loved her in the first place?

      Kyars rubbed the barrel of his ornamented matchlock. “When we heard the doors explode, we all prepared to die. Then you come striding in wearing this… peculiar armor. Stories of how you’ve been dropping out of the sky and slaying Crucians have made their way through these halls. But what is really going on out there, Kevah?”

      “Cyra promised to give the Crucians passage out of Zelthuriya, but she demands your head as payment.” I gestured toward Kato. “His, too.”

      Kato, who stood like a sentry at the door, said, “Abu here is convinced that the man who calls himself Imperator Basil isn’t shitting out of his mouth. That he really is Imperator Basil the Banished from seven centuries ago.”

      “I believe it,” I replied. “As bewildering as it may sound, it is the simplest explanation.”

      “How many of these fuckers are there?” Kato punched his palm. “How many teeth have they? What are our chances of seeing the sky again?”

      I gave them a detailed account of what I perceived as the enemy’s numbers, as well as the nature of their armor, weapons, and training. “Cyra is supplying them.” I pointed to Abu. “Some of yours have joined their ranks, too.”

      “I am sorry.” Abu tugged on his braided, belly-length beard. “Archers of the Eye should never partake in the bloodshed of the innocent, regardless of what oaths we may utter.”

      Kato shook his head in disdain. “I knew this would happen. You Labashites are always so eager to stick something sharp in the backs of believers.”

      “The Archers in this shrine will protect the innocent,” Abu insisted. “We will fulfill our oaths to Shah Kyars. Whoever among us decides differently, I’ll slit their throats myself.”

      “But he’s your Opener,” Kato scoffed. “You said it yourself. His return from hell is a holy thing to your cloth.”

      “I saw all the blood in the street, just as you did.” Abu stood, incensed. “There was nothing holy about it!”

      “Calm the fuck down, everyone,” Kyars said. “Kato, stop hurling accusations. You know we can’t spare a single Archer.”

      “We can’t survive a single betrayal, either,” Kato said.

      They argued as I listened. I wanted to take Kato’s side. Ethosians in our holiest shrine, in a situation like this… it was madness. But Sadie had trained with these Archers of the Eye. She’d told me how much she trusted Abu. They were masters of surveying, scouting, relaying, and yes, even fighting when needed. I preferred not to antagonize them, lest I need their unique services later.

      “No one here is going to die,” I said loudly enough to cut through their arguing.

      As much as I’d come here to rescue Sadie, how could I abandon Kyars? Or any of the souls still breathing in these cave halls? I had a duty to them all.

      “The Crucians are desperate,” I continued. “The lingering blood fog has sapped them of the zeal with which they fought on the first night. You must hold out until help comes.”

      “Help?” Kyars shook his head. “What help? I have no allies. Not Barkam, not Shakur, not Babur.”

      “Shah Murad will come,” I said. “He promised his aid.”

      “Murad is far. How long will it take him to ready his forces and march?” Kato’s voice seemed dried of hope, too. “With our lovely door in tatters, we don’t have moons. We may not even have days.”

      Kato was right. Even if they could hold out against Basil, there was no telling what Cyra would do. The nearest army had to march to relieve them. Had to defeat the Jotrids and Sylgiz, surround Zelthuriya, and force Imperator Basil to make another deal, with me, if he wanted reprieve. And the only men in Alanya with armies equal to that task were Grand Vizier Barkam in Dorud, and Mansur’s son, Shakur, in Merva.

      “I’ll do what it takes.” I gazed at everyone in the room so they’d see the resolve in my eyes. “I’ll bring an army. No matter what I must do, I will bring a force to break Cyra and Basil. And I’ll do it within days.”

      I could fly. I wore impenetrable armor and wielded a sword that could sunder all materials, short of the Tear of the Archangel. If anything could compel an army to march, it was strength. And who could match my strength, or resist it?

      “If it were anyone else saying that,” Kato said, “I would laugh like a drunk donkey. But you… you are a crafty, conniving son of an owl. And I feel like a baby owl, tucked deep in its nest, waiting for succor from its mama.”

      Kyars poured wine into his golden goblet. “Wish I could say the same. Know why my father made Barkam grand vizier? ‘Keep your rivals in your caftan.’ But now he’s far away in Dorud, where he can use my brother to amass power. He won’t risk his perfect position to help me. As for Shakur, well, you were there when he rebuffed us. He has no reason to help his doomed cousin.”

      These were obstacles, surely, but there were many ways to overcome them.

      “You think I’m going to use words to convince them?” I laughed. “I’m going to use my sword.”

      Kato laughed along with me. “Indeed, there’s nothing like fear to make silk-wrapped pigs cower. And who is more fearsome than you, with that black armor and blade?”

      Seemed like I had an admirer. That made me all the more confident.

      “I’m ready to die.” Kyars took a big sip of wine. “But I’m as ready to keep on living. I’ll put my hope in you, Kevah.”
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CYRA

        

      

    

    
      “Did you decide whom you’re going to turn into Aschere?” The voice sounded like rotten leaves drenched in honey.

      I jolted up on my pallet, threw off my feathered quilt, and stared at the green orbs glowing in the dark.

      Saurva sat at the base of my bed, her naked legs crossed. “You don’t have as much time as you think. You’re getting too comfortable. Meanwhile, someone is coming for you.” She meant Kevah, obviously.

      “Who would you suggest I turn into Aschere?” I asked, wary of this topic. Wary of bringing a sorcerer even more powerful than me back from the dead. But I needed the help.

      Saurva stuck a finger between her blue lips. “What about sweet Nora?”

      That would make Nora the most powerful woman on earth. She’d be able to speak every language, bloodwrite, soulshift, and starwrite.

      “Poor girl has already been through too much.”

      Saurva giggled. Such a skin-tingling sound. “Whomever you choose, just remember that they have to be willing. You have to tell them what the bloodrune does, and they have to agree.”

      “Who would agree to become a despised starwriter?”

      “That’s for you to uncover, Cyra.” Saurva crawled toward me like an eager lover. “You know the hearts of your friends and family better than I do. Just know that you won’t win without her. Aschere must return.” She leaned her lips toward mine.

      I shuffled across my pallet as far as I could. “What are you doing?”

      “I want to kiss you.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not? You afraid you would enjoy it?”

      “Absolutely not. You’re a ghastly thing. I don’t want you to ever come near me.”

      “That hurts.” Saurva pouted. “I have feelings, you know.”

      “I don’t care. You’re trying to knock me off balance. Trying to make me uncomfortable, so that I’ll be afraid of you.”

      “Aww. But is that so different from what you do to others? You’re the biggest hypocrite I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen a lot.”

      “Of course I’m a hypocrite. But I’ve made peace with my defects. You can’t use them against me.”

      “That’s what we call a paradox. See, if you’d made peace with your defects, you wouldn’t hate yourself so much. Truth is, sooner or later, your self-loathing will rip you apart. Unless you learn to love yourself. Even the parts you find hideous, like you do me.” She leaned in and whispered. “And I suspect you don’t find me as hideous as you’re letting on. That’s what we call progress.”

      She snapped her fingers and vanished from sight. I let out the breath I’d been holding.

      

      I would not let Saurva undermine me. That was her goal, after all: to make me advance her interests to the detriment of my own. If I was going to bring Aschere back, it would be in a state of powerlessness. So that she could do nothing but aid me.

      As the sun poked above the horizon, spreading a calm light across the desert and dunes, I went to Pashang’s yurt. I banged my staff against the mirror armor on the floor to wake him.

      Pashang groaned, itched the welts on his bloated belly, then opened his eyes. “Bright morning, dearest wife.”

      “Has there been news from Basil?”

      He stretched and yawned. “Not that I know of.”

      “You think he’ll succeed?”

      “Blowing up the door is one thing. Overcoming a steady stream of gholam bullets is an entirely different thing.”

      “But surely they will run out of ammo.”

      “But how many men is Basil willing to sacrifice before that happens? Maybe he’s decided it’s less costly to starve them out.”

      “Starve them out… that could take a moon or more.” I hit my staff against the carpet in frustration.

      Pashang stood on his pallet, naked, then stretched his hands toward the ceiling hole. “Next time Basil sends someone out, I’ll emphasize the urgency.”

      “Do you understand the urgency, Pashang? Do you think Kevah is just smoking hashish all day? He will do whatever he can to defeat me. To ruin all we’re trying to build. He made that quite clear. In fact, I’ve never been so envious of someone’s clarity of purpose.”

      “You’re quite clear-eyed yourself, Sultana. You forged this path we now tread. I see nothing for you to envy.”

      “That’s what you may think. But I have my worries.”

      Pashang smiled in a good-natured way. “I used to enjoy the times when you’d tell me them. When you’d tell me everything. Lately, you seem like a stuck flask.”

      “You’ve changed, too, Pashang. Don’t make me count all the ways.”

      He put his hands on my shoulders. “My heart has not. I still love you, Cyra.”

      “Do you?” His bluntness struck me. Perhaps I ought to be blunt, too. “How many women have you fucked since the last time you told me that?”

      “Do you see me trying to hide it? If you really cared, I wouldn’t do it. But I am an animal. I love killing, and I love fucking. And sometimes you don’t seem up for either.”

      “I’m always up for killing our enemies.” I tried to smile. “And I do miss fucking.”

      “Well… my cock’s already out. Your back well enough to ride?”

      

      After we finished, we chatted and laughed and enjoyed a plate of orange grapes, until someone outside called, “Pashang. Cyra. You’re going to want to see this.” It was Tekish’s stony voice.

      “We better get dressed,” I said.

      “Give us a few minutes,” Pashang shouted through the flap.

      I slipped my caftan back on and smoothed my hair. Pashang wrapped a golden robe around his shoulders.

      “Come, Brother,” he said.

      Tekish stepped through the flap. He dragged someone with him. A rose-haired Karmazi girl I recognized.

      “Sadie,” I said.

      A bruise blossomed beneath her pointed nose; someone had punched her.

      “Celene found her among the Abyads we caged,” Tekish said. “She did her best to blend in. Even wrapped her hair in a turban, so we wouldn’t notice.”

      I touched my own nose. “You didn’t do that, did you, Tekish?”

      “Wasn’t me.”

      Sadie would not cease glaring at me. A rather fearsome look, given how piercing her golden eyes were. With the unruly red hair and sweaty, nutmeg skin, she was a colorful thing.

      “I’m sorry about whoever hit you,” I said. “I don’t think we’ve properly met.”

      “I’m sorry, too,” she replied. “Sorry for the dagger I left in his belly.”

      I crossed my arms in discomfort. “Well, that’s all over, now.”

      “Is it? You’re still hunting Abyads.”

      “We stopped after what your lover did to our riders,” Pashang said. “Besides, we already delivered our message.”

      “And what message would that be?” she asked with venom.

      “We are the power in Alanya,” I answered. “Everyone must bend their necks.”

      “Spoken like tyrants,” Sadie scoffed. “In Sirm, we have free tribes in every corner. I was khatun of one. Our fealty to the shah was not won by oppression. It was won by the promise that our lives would be better if we were loyal.”

      “And if you weren’t?” I gave her a righteous snicker. “Don’t deny that he wouldn’t slaughter you. I summoned the Abyad sheikh and gave him every chance to show fealty. Instead, he spat on my shoes. Now, everyone in Alanya knows what refusing us means. Without making that clear, this land would remain in chaos and war, and that’s bad for everyone.”

      “Chaos and war brought by you.” So much hatred in her eyes. “I’m glad I got to finally talk to you. All the clouds, the rain, the storm within me — it’s been driven off by a burning sky.”

      So she had clarity of purpose. Seemed I was good at bringing out that clarity in others. Good at giving people the desire to align against me. Maybe I’d been too heavy-handed with the Abyads. But weakness does not win wars, either.

      “How much does your lover love you?” I asked with a smirk. “That day when he saved you from Marot… it really did cost him when Marot killed Marada instead of you, didn’t it? What wouldn’t he pay for your life, I wonder.”

      That shut her up, though she continued to glare with her reddened face.

      “You’re not leaving my sight,” I said. “You’re coming with me everywhere.” I looked at Tekish. “Bind her hands as tight as you can. We can’t take chances with this one.”

      A knotted rope already bound her wrists at the back. Tekish tied another one at her elbows. She squirmed from the discomfort, but resisted giving us the satisfaction of her complaints.

      Pashang whispered to me, “You going to torture her? Can I watch?”

      “No,” I whispered back, dampening his excitement. “She’s Shah Murad’s daughter. So long as she’s our prisoner, she’s more useful healthy and whole.”

      

      Tekish tied Sadie to the center post in my yurt. Meanwhile, I summoned Celene and Nora.

      When Celene entered the yurt, she hunched her shoulders and stared at the ground, avoiding Sadie’s glare.

      “Thank you, Celene,” I said. “You’ve done an enormous good by finding her.”

      But Celene was not rosy-cheeked today. Rather, her face was as pale as a white tulip. “I serve you, as always, Sultana.” Celene gave Sadie a quick glance. “Would you do me a kindness? Do not hurt her. Her father would have hung me at the gallows, for all my countrymen to watch, if not for Sadie’s demands. She even did her best to take me home after Zedra tried to sacrifice me.”

      I put a warm hand on Celene’s cheek. “I completely understand. I won’t hurt her. She’s important. I think you know why.”

      “I know, Sultana. She is beloved to Kevah. I have heard her gush at length about him. Kevah is an enemy to you, and enemy to Basil the Opener. Therefore, he is my enemy.”

      Celene was trying, in her own way, to gain clarity, too. To convince herself that hers was the righteous side, and that lovely people like Sadie were only on the other side by some unfortunate circumstance. But that wasn’t true. There was no righteous side, only winners and losers.

      Nora arrived holding a big sack of ice. Her eyes went wide at seeing Sadie tied to a post. Sadie looked back at her as if in mourning.

      “You two have not been introduced.” I gestured for Nora to bring the ice to me. “This lovely girl is called Nora. Nora, this is Sadie. You were friends, once. Tell me, Sadie, what does it say about your judgment that you willingly served Zedra, who brought so much suffering to our land?”

      Sadie stared as I opened the sack of ice, picked it up, and poured some into a large, metal bowl at the center of the yurt. It only strained my back a tad, which hopefully meant I wouldn’t need my staff for much longer.

      “I could do that for you, Sultana,” Nora said.

      “It’s all right.”

      The ice clattered into the bowl until the sack emptied. Now when air entered the yurt from the hole in the ceiling, it would pass through the ice, spreading coolness and making this oddly hot day more bearable.

      Sadie slid down into a sitting position, her hands still tied to the post behind her back. She pushed her knees close to her face and drooped her head between them.

      If I were to weigh her in gold, like the Kashanese shahs do on their birthdays, she would outweigh all the gold in Qandbajar. She was leverage against my enemies, plain and simple.

      “I’m curious about something…” I sat on a simply embroidered Sylgiz floor cushion. “I’ve heard the story about how you died. Celene’s grandfather, who himself had been dead, threw a stone at your head, and you passed a few days later. Did you… go anywhere after that, if you get my meaning?”

      Sadie poked her head up from between her knees. Celene took a seat to my right, and Nora to my left. We all faced Sadie, who seemed so forlorn.

      “I did,” she answered hoarsely.

      “Nora, get her some rosewater. Or would you prefer kumis? Or perhaps barley water?”

      “Just water.”

      Nora poured ice water into a glass cup. She crouched next to Sadie and helped her drink.

      “Where did you go?” I asked once Sadie had finished.

      “Barzakh. I saw the Wheel.”

      “What’s the Wheel?” I poured myself some rosewater.

      “The place you go after Barzakh. It’s a cloud made of souls. It rains upon so many worlds, not just ours. And souls ascend back to it, like vapor. Within the cloud, they all stir together, like water in the ocean.”

      “And you remember this clearly?” I asked. “It wasn’t just some dying dream?”

      Sadie nodded. “It was more real than this yurt. More real than you. More real than… the body I now inhabit.”

      “But that sounds nothing like what Latians teach,” I said. “Even Ethosians don’t believe in this Wheel you’ve described.”

      “So?” Sadie snickered. “Do you really think one particular faith is telling the truth, and all the others lying?”

      I turned to Celene. “You never told me she was such a thoughtful girl. I rather like her, now.”

      Celene, judging by how tightly she sat, seemed discomforted by Sadie’s answers. “She may be misinterpreting what she saw. Sometimes falsehoods are not born of wicked intention, but of sincere misunderstanding.”

      “I could say the same for everything you believe,” Sadie said.

      Ah, how nice to have a conversation with such a thoughtful woman. Finally, someone who wasn’t lying to herself just to feel better. She was a kindred spirit. Such a shame she probably wanted to murder me.

      “So you don’t surrender to blind faith,” I said. “You prefer what your eyes and ears have shown you, instead of what the sheikhs and sheikhas demand you believe. They like to make us believe things, don’t they?” I showed her my staff. “Often using a stick to beat it all into us.” I chuckled. “And here, I’d expected you to be a zealot, like your lover. How can you stand him, Sadie? He refuses to accept what his own eyes have beheld.”

      “You’re not wrong.” She hunched her head on her knees, as if dispirited by my words. “But we don’t choose whom we love. And besides… seeing the truth, or denying it, doesn’t make you good or bad. Kevah wants justice, and so do I. You, on the other hand… you’re just serving yourself. If you’re such a truth seeker, then you’ll at least admit as much.”

      “I do. I admit it. But absent something better to serve, what would you have me do? Why should I believe in something as hypocritical as justice? How many times have I seen innocents trampled in justice’s name? How many massacres has justice justified?” I stirred some honey into my rosewater. “One man’s justice is another man’s tyranny. Give me a god or an ideal that isn’t a two-faced lie, and I’ll gladly bow down.”

      Celene and her dogmas had gone silent. She took small sips from her cup. Nora, meanwhile, was her usual aloof self.

      “And what about the Dreamer?” Sadie raised her head and stared into me. “Look at the things you’ve done for its sake. Look at what you did to Zelthuriya. You’re so without morals, there’s no cost to others you won’t bear so long as it swells your power. The Dreamer must know that, which is why you’re its perfect pawn.”

      I stared back at her, as unsettled as I’d been in a while. Was she right about me? I’d been used by the Dreamer, but the Dreamer had granted me the power to starwrite, in return. So we used each other, then.

      But was that a foolish conclusion? I could not use a god, as much as a gnat could not use a human.

      Mother entered the yurt. Her widening eyes beheld Sadie’s tied up form. “Who is this?”

      “The daughter of Shah Murad.” I got up and fluffed a floor pillow. “Come and sit with us.”

      Mother sat between Celene and me. “Why is the daughter of Shah Murad tied up?”

      “She’s been quite the troublemaker.”

      “I see. I visited Sirm once, you know,” Mother said in her Sylgiz-accented Paramic. “The zabadar tribes in the countryside live just as we do. Their language is similar to ours, too, though they use a lot more Paramic words. The air is fresh and sweet, like in our Sylgiz lands. I felt more at home there than I ever did in Alanya.”

      Mother would have been far prouder having Sadie as a daughter. I couldn’t lie and say that the realization did not sting. If we were facing truths today, then I had to admit that one to myself.

      “She was khatun of one of those tribes,” I said. “She even fought the Crucians at the Battle at the Syr Darya. But now she goes on and on about justice, forgetting that we are justice for the Children.”

      Nora served my mother some rosewater.

      “She does not know better,” Mother said. “Look how Lat is punishing the saint worshippers in Zelthuriya. They have profaned our holy city with their heresies, and the cost is clear. But even they do it only out of ignorance. Ignorance of Lat’s true teachings.”

      I had to keep the facade going in front of Mother, of course. “Absolutely, Amma. I pray Lat forgives them for their ignorance. Our lightgivers will spread the true teachings to every ear. In fact, Wafiq tells me he’s sent a delegation to Kostany. Mayhap her father will harken to the light.”

      Mother turned to Celene. “And you, daughter of Imperator Josias, how long will you persist in your heathen ways? Is it not time you embraced the evident truth?”

      “Amma…” I lightly touched her arm. “Celene is far from home. Her faith is her only comfort. I’m sure she will come to the light, in time, but please do not rush her.”

      Celene wisely kept silent.

      “She may not have as much time as she thinks.” Mother straightened her back. “We do not choose the moment of our deaths. I thought my time had come, with how much blood I was coughing up. And yet, here I am, as healthy as ever. Too often, the reverse is true. Healthy people suddenly fall ill, or fall off their horses.”

      How strange this yurt was. No one could agree on anything, least of all what was worthy of serving. Yet we each thought we were right, so much that we’d drench the world in blood for it.

      

      Basil the Breaker came to see us. We met him at the threshold of the blood cloud, which crept ever closer toward our yurt sea.

      He and the seven he’d brought were each shaking, sweating, and bleary eyed. When I asked him through Nora why that was, he said, “There are Fallen Angels upon the path. The sight of them is not easily survived, even for those strong of faith and mind.”

      They set the corpse they’d brought on the desert sand. I recognized Tilek’s braids.

      Gokberk let out a disgruntled sigh upon seeing the cold body of his rider. “How did he die?”

      “I don’t know,” Basil said. “We found him on the path.”

      Gokberk gestured for two other Sylgiz to carry away Tilek’s corpse.

      “We have opened the Shrine of Chisti.” Basil turned to me. “I sent waves of soldiers inside. They all perished from the fast fire. I will not sacrifice more men. Each is dear to me, and not another soul will go this way.” He smacked his hands together. “You must aid us.”

      “In what way can we aid you?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. My men are dying in droves trying to get into the shrine, all just to capture Shah Kyars, which is only advantageous for you.”

      “They will run out of bullet balls, Imperator Basil. This, I assure you.”

      “But at what cost to me? I will not sacrifice another soul. You must give us a better method.”

      Throwing bombs could cause the entire mountain to fall, cutting us off from the shrine. I could not countenance that. Nor could I relent on the importance of Basil giving us Kyars’ head. What did I care how many men he lost? In fact, it made him less of a threat to me. I would dance to the music of him and Kyars murdering each other.

      To continue the pretense of our alliance, I guided Imperator Basil to the palatial yurt, where Pashang was meeting his chief riders.

      Pashang dismissed them, emptying the yurt so that we could sit with Basil and his men. Like before, we served him rosewater. We also offered him coffee and tea, though he did not recognize the drinks. These plain niceties seemed to relieve Basil, and I got the sense that he enjoyed the hours he spent here, outside of the blood cloud, amid our wondrous comforts.

      “It’s very bitter,” he said after sipping the coffee Nora served him in a tiny, porcelain cup. “And I’m in no mood for hot drinks.”

      “You might come to enjoy the bitterness,” Pashang said. “We also have a salt tea that you might like.”

      I glared at Pashang. “Don’t serve him that. It’s awful.”

      “You’re barely your father’s daughter.” Pashang laughed.

      Basil put his cup on the wooden floor table. “I will not take enjoyment while my warriors suffer in the blood fog. I only desire to capture Shah Kyars and hand him over to you, so that you may allow us to depart this cursed place with haste.”

      Pashang whispered to me, “Gokberk may not like it, but we could give him bombs that explode on impact and be done with it.”

      I whispered back, “And what if the explosion destroys the body of Father Chisti? What if the whole cave collapses? How will we explain to our Alanyan subjects that we gave them throwable bombs, which they then used to destroy the holy shrine?”

      Gokberk eyed us as we whispered. Then he said, as if to snip the bud of the rose, “We draw a line at any assistance that will harm the shrine itself. It is the most holy place on earth.”

      Basil let out a tense sigh. “But they have barricaded themselves so much that we cannot even reach their line.”

      “They will run out of ammo,” I repeated what I’d said earlier.

      “When half my army is dead?” Basil scoffed. “They are each my children, and I do not embellish. I weep over every death. I can take no more.”

      Was he really such a wonderful father to his men, or was this just a ploy to gain our sympathy? Although, Basil did have a rather honest face. Clear, hard lines down his eyes and across his cheeks, a straight haircut, and a no-nonsense beard flecked with gray. An honest face like that could be a useful mask for a twisted man.

      “There isn’t any other solution.” Pashang sat forward on his floor cushion. “Even we find it difficult to assail a defensive position against such fast-firing matchlocks. It’s why we don’t attack the gholam. We draw them out, force them to attack us. It’s the only way we can make things equal. The only way we’ve ever managed to overcome their advantages and defeat them.”

      “How could I possibly draw them out?” Basil asked. “They’re committed to defending their leader and holy place.”

      “Let us think on the matter,” I said. “Return tomorrow. We’ll have an answer by then.”

      Basil sipped his rosewater. “Another problem presents itself. We are running out of drinkable water and edible food.”

      “That fast?” I said with surprise.

      “We aren’t the only ones consuming it.” Basil’s hand shook. “Much of our water is discolored. Ever-so-slightly red. But the coppery taste of blood is impossible to deny. And the food… even the hardest of bread should not have blood in it. Should not have teeth in it.”

      I gasped. “T-Teeth?”

      Basil rubbed his eyes. “The healers say there is too much pressure behind our eyes. For some reason, the blood likes to pool there — when it feels like doing so. Many of my men are dying in their sleep because blood pools in their mouths and noses, making it impossible to breathe.”

      I felt sorry for them. To be stuck in that cloud was like a taste of hell. But I could not let my kindness decide for me. No, they had to give us Kyars and Kato, and they had to give them to us soon. All the better if they died in droves to the blood plague or gholam matchlock fire.

      “You are our ally, Imperator Basil.” I put my hand on my heart. “To hear that you are sick and dying and starving… I will not just sit by. You may send out as many men as needed to carry food and supplies into Zelthuriya.”

      “I appreciate it.” Basil took another sip of rosewater, then cleared his throat. “One more thing…”

      I crossed my legs in expectation.

      “I met with Kevah. We gave him permission to enter the shrine, to look for some red-haired woman. He has not come out yet. If we could find this woman, we could control him.”

      So he was looking for Sadie inside the shrine. He’d probably figure out she wasn’t in Zelthuriya, soon enough.

      “I doubt he’ll be bothering you any longer.” I gave Basil my most assured smile.

      “Is that so?” He fingered the rim of his cup. “You have a way to deal with a man who wears impenetrable armor?”

      “That’s between Kevah and me. You see, we have quite a history. We used to be friends, in fact. Sad how things can go. I’m going to get him out of your way, and that’s a guarantee.”

      “Good,” Basil said with relief. “We have enough trouble as is.”

      He really did from the sound of it. Better him than us.

      

      Gokberk approached with a scowl as I enjoyed yogurt-drenched kebabs with Mother outside my yurt.

      “Cyra, come with me,” he said.

      “To where?”

      “It’s about Tilek.”

      I told Mother I’d be back, then walked with Gokberk to the healer’s yurt.

      To my utter surprise, Wafiq stood inside, wearing the gray garb of a healer and the tall, felt hat of a Philosopher. Tilek lay on a wooden table, a gash in his gut. There was no death stench, which surprised me.

      “When did you arrive, dear Wafiq?”

      “A short while ago,” he said. “Before we talk about Zelthuriya, we must talk about Tilek.”

      “What about him?”

      Wafiq gestured at the gash in Tilek’s belly. A clear fluid filled it.

      “Tilek had no wounds or bruises on his body,” he said. “I could not determine any cause of death. Until I opened him up.”

      “And then?”

      “There isn’t a single drop of blood in him. It’s been replaced by water. All of it. Do you know the only other place where such deaths happened in history?”

      I shrugged. “Himyar, perhaps?”

      Wafiq shook his head. “The opposite happened in Himyar. The blood plague increases blood content, which creates too much pressure in the body.” It sounded like what Basil was complaining about. “The blood plague has been known to cause people to die from burst blood vessels, or blood pooling in their organs. It doesn’t cause people to die from a lack of blood.”

      “All right. I see. So what are you saying? Where else did this kind of thing happen?”

      “The blood of Chisti must never mix with soil. Do you know what it means?”

      “Enlighten me, Uncle.”

      “It is a warning. Even the saint worshippers adhere to it. They did not allow the blood of Chisti’s Children to spill onto the ground, and so killed them by drowning or strangulation.”

      “Right. These are all things I’m somewhat familiar with. But what does it have to do with poor Tilek?”

      Wafiq let out a tense breath. Even Gokberk, standing near the yurt’s flap, seemed downcast and beyond troubled.

      “It happened in the Vogras,” Wafiq said. “The day that Seluq’s brutes drowned all the Children in the river. The chroniclers who recorded the event said that Chisti’s Children were each found without any blood in them, each filled with water. Only water. And looming in the sky, overhead, was a cloud of blood. It had floated up into the sky as a mercy against leaking unto the soil.”

      “What are you saying, Wafiq? Are you saying that the blood cloud in Zelthuriya—”

      “Of course I am, Cyra. That is the blood of the Children, punishing our enemies. Zelthuriya is not made more cursed by it, but more holy. And Tilek is a sign of that.”

      What a strange conclusion. But I could not deny its usefulness to me. If we could spin the blood cloud as a holy sign, as the literal punishment of Chisti’s Children, then it would bolster the zeal of our men. We could spread our path by this message. By this self-evident sign.

      “How wondrous.” I gave Wafiq my holiest smile.

      I’d thought he was going to say something awful. He and Gokberk had seemed so troubled; now, their faces turned reverent. I did my best to imitate.
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      I stayed in the shrine for hours, talked with the defenders, and offered ideas to help them survive. Few were more knowledgeable than me about breaking or withstanding a siege. I still wonder how I’d survived Caecara and Rastergan, the first as besieger, the second as the besieged. Back then, death crossed my path hundreds of times each day — and yet, here I stood, having watched it claim all my friends, as well as my daughter and my wife.

      One of the best methods to survive a siege was to dig a trench. Nothing swallows eager armies like a wide hole. Although it’s hard to dig when the enemy knows you’re doing it. Good then that the fog already obscured sight. We could obscure the digging noise in other ways.

      With my best ideas freely given, it was time to fly out of Zelthuriya. I stood at the threshold of Saint Chisti’s shrine and stared at the sea of ancient Crucian soldiers. They stared back from their fog-obscured lines, some with arrows nocked and drawn, others with matchlocks raised awkwardly.

      They would likely assault the shrine once I left. But I couldn’t be in two places at once. Besides, I was hopeful Kyars had the bullet balls to survive until I could bring help.

      Kinn fluttered down from the pillar he was resting on. “You were in there a while.”

      “Miss me?”

      “I miss not being in the Realm of the Angels.” The jinn settled himself on my shoulders. “What’s the plan?”

      Look for Sadie, or meet with Grand Vizier Barkam in hope of getting an army? I couldn’t do both.

      “Just fly us out of this blood.”

      Kinn lifted me straight upward, his wings fluttering upon the sky in tremendous bursts. The contents of my stomach rose faster than me and threatened to surge out of my mouth. The Crucians shrunk as we climbed into the sky, until they disappeared behind the blanket of rose-colored fog.

      I closed my eyes to avoid getting blood in them. Somehow, despite having my visor on, the blood still poured across my hair, eyes, and nostrils.

      The siren song burst into my ears, like torn sitar strings. My eyes flung open and beheld twelve lights orbiting each other somewhere in the blood fog, tentacle-like shadows shifting around them.

      Kinn’s flutters turned turbulent. Nausea poisoned me.

      “Relax, Kinn. Just stay away from whatever that is.”

      But even as Kinn fluttered higher, the thing kept pace, as if it were following us.

      “It’s coming!” Kinn shouted. “Oh Lat, save us from these angels!”

      I drew Black Rose as the twelve lights brightened amid the curtain of blood fog. The discordant hymning deafened. Something slithering grabbed my feet, but before I could look down, it pulled me in.

      

      The angel hungered to absorb me into its soul sea. Just as we humans ate the flesh of fruits and animals to renew our bodies, it ate souls to renew what animated it. But unlike the food we eat, those souls would swim within it for eternity — or at least until something killed the angel.

      Its tentacle sent lightning waves across my armor. It pulled me into its mouth, but it could not bite down and swallow my form. I wore the Archangel, and it was an inferior being in comparison.

      Meanwhile, Kinn did his all to pull me out. “We need help!” he screamed.

      What I saw in the meantime within the angel’s mouth, I could hardly understand.

      

      I was suddenly in a cave where the air was green.

      I had no memory of how I got here.

      No recollection of how much time had passed.

      But I was here. I patted my body. I wore a simple brown caftan and leather sandals.

      Twelve children stood next to me in an ordered line. They walked toward a staircase formed from light. It spiraled upward, each step made of stars.

      Atop the stairs waited a giant fish covered in spikes, its mouth open. One by one, the children stepped forward and entered the mouth of the fish.

      The child next to me wanted to say something, but his tongue was made of papyrus. I pulled on it and tried to read the written words. It was Paramic, but each letter had so many added lines and dots, like an overgrown tree. I couldn’t decipher the meaning.

      The fish swallowed another child, and another, and another, each with single, clean chomps. When it did, letters appeared on its body, glowing green. The same letters on the papyrus tongues of each child. If only I could read this strange, Paramic-like language.

      I felt my tongue. It was fleshy, not papery at all.

      I walked up the stairs and closer to the fish, eager to understand its purpose. What did it gain by eating children and adding their words to its body? What did it all mean?

      Then again, of all the things I could be doing, why was I here, staring at this enormous, child-eating fish?

      It ate the last child in the line. Now it was my turn to be eaten, though I had no words on my tongue to gift it. I stared into the human-like eyes of the fish, which protruded from a sack in its mouth. Its forked tongue lashed at my legs, and dragged me into an even stranger place.

      

      In this room, there were no corners or sides. Obelisks spun in the air, and as they shifted through the ether, they changed shape. First they seemed round, then more like squares. Then they’d disappear, before returning as strings. Strings like that of a sitar, straight and taut.

      Hallways surrounded me, each with twists and turns, like the most enormous palace. I could not describe the angles of these hallways and the nature of the walls, nor could I say where each led.

      There was sound, too. The angel guarding the skies above Zelthuriya hymned. But it was more like sight than sound. As the creature hymned, its discordant, shrill harmony created this place. Twelve separate tunes hummed across the myriad landscape. Each tune resembled one of its lights.

      Kinn was here with me, but he was smeared across my ears. He was a feathery, plucking sound, reverberating endlessly. He was trying to pull me free, wasn’t he?

      But what was I? I could best be described as a smell. The angel separated me into pieces so tiny, the eye could not see them, and my pieces had scattered across the entire room. I was water and sinew and organs, carried by a breeze that was the angel itself.

      The obelisks danced, changing shape, sometimes bulging beyond the strange, inexplicable angles of the room. The lights hummed, heightening in pitch as they got brighter, deepening like the wails of a sea creature as they dimmed. And the angel stirred, sometimes smelling like the sea, other times like a timeless fossil, but mostly like a living thing, a bath of blood and screams and ruin, smeared across time.

      My mind could not digest this. I could not breathe the angel, hear the lights, and see the hymns, not as the form that I was.

      I’d have to expand. But something prevented me from doing so. My mind could not swallow what the angel was forcing me to see. Forcing me to be.

      Time passed in the room. But it did not go one way. Rather, the room contracted as the obelisks at the center danced with their myriad shapes. And then the room expanded, as the dance of the obelisks reversed. Time breathed in and out of the angel, just as we breathe air. With inward breaths, time retreated, and with outward breaths, it advanced. The angel, too, was smeared across this expanse of time, able to digest past, present, and future at once.

      I did not want to understand more of it. I did not want to know. But the angel insisted on hymning a story. A story I could only describe as a feeling. A feeling most similar to fear.

      Something appeared amid the dancing obelisks. Something bright and black. It hummed its darkness and its light, a cacophony of highs and lows, alternating at impossible tunes.

      What I saw in that inexplicable space, with all its intense complexity, with bizarre angles bending and connecting and disconnecting in ways indescribable, was the object of the angel’s fear. It could not express it, just as I could not express what I was experiencing, because the object of its fear was beyond its own understanding. It could not be described in the language of the angels, even with its millions of sides and shapes, its infinite tones of emotion, and its endless, black star depths of meaning.

      The object of fear could not be written in the language of the angels, could not be felt in this room, and even a glimmer or shimmer of a shadow of its dimmest approach would burn all that had existed, starting from the egg that birthed time itself.

      And in this room, by the strange eons I spent here, I understood a figment of the angel’s heart. I tasted a figment of its fear, and in that way, knew it was as afraid as I was, just that its fear was not fear, not as I could describe. Rather, its fear was the light, and my fear the shadow. Its fear was the dimensionless, and mine the proscribed. Its fear was the uncreated, and mine merely an animal’s fleeting feeling.

      The closest remnant of the angel and its fear was rendered as words:

      I am the beginningless and the endless.

      The zero and the infinite.

      And I am inevitable.

      

      I awoke in a valley of fire. Smokeless flames scorched the mountains around me. At my back, pillars of fire sprouted like trees and grew into the clouds. A wall of flame blocked my front, and even the sand beneath my feet boiled.

      I must’ve been melting in this suit of armor. Or maybe cooking. It had become a pot and my body meat. I took a step through the boiling sand, somehow. As I trudged onward through the valley, the undeniable sensation of being watched seized me.

      Hundreds of eyes and mouths opened in the flames across the hellscape. These fire creatures filled the mountains, air, and sky. I knew at once that it was the Efreet, watching me in their smokeless flaming forms.

      I stared at my black gauntlets. “Wait… how did I get here?”

      “Your little shiqq brought you,” a voice from the sky said. It burned my ears like a fiery smoke.

      “Where is he?” I yearned for him to fly me out of this scalding hell. I could remember nothing after we’d taken off from Chisti’s shrine. Except…

      I remembered being inside that angel. And I did not want to remember what that was like.

      Perhaps bringing me here was his idea of getting help, after what we’d just experienced.

      “I’m boiling.” I was like a black pepper tossed into a steaming pot. “I swear, I’m boiling. How am I still alive?”

      “Weakling,” said the voice from the fire-drenched sky. “How cursed is our fate, that this man wears the mask? How cursed is it, that only through him may we manifest our power?”

      “Why did Lat do this?” another fire mouth said. “Why did she shackle us to this man?”

      They were ridiculing me. Ridiculing my lack of fanaa. Or perhaps my humanity.

      In the sky, a flat sun unrolled upon the entire earth. A blazing carpet of eternal flame spread resplendent in all directions. I knew at once that it was the jinn sultan, Eblas.

      “What is your intention?” it asked me as it stretched upward, igniting the air whilst entirely smokeless, like all the fires around me.

      “First, spare me this boiling!”

      All the fires around disappeared. The sand, which by now had turned black, stopped simmering. I fell and rolled in it until I’d cooled. The carpet of flame in the sky remained, but it grew distant.

      “What is your intention?” it asked again.

      “We must burn the evil from the land.” I sat up in the sand. “We must burn the disease before it rots everything.”

      “You speak the truth,” Eblas said from the sky. “If we do not fight back, then nothing will prevent the Great Terror. Lat is no longer here to protect the Gate.”

      I did not want to ask this question. But perhaps Eblas, mighty being that he was, could settle my doubts. “Where did Lat go?”

      “She is gone. She has no power. Not anymore.”

      That was not what I wanted to hear. It hurt worse than the boiling from earlier. But it also did not surprise me, which meant I’d known it all along.

      “Then it’s true. Lat is dead. What is left to fight for?”

      “Preventing fates far worse.”

      I pulled off my helmet. I touched my still hot cheeks. I looked up at Eblas, who was now so distant, he resembled an orange star smeared across the sky. “Will you answer my questions?”

      “The answers will not comfort you.” His voice echoed across the valley of black sand. “Will not bring you peace.”

      “Even so, tell me — what is my purpose? What am I supposed to do with these masks I wear?”

      “The jinn tribes are not allowed to influence matters outside the veil, except through the instructions of the mask wearer. We would not agree to do so if we doubted your intentions, and your ability to carry out the only purpose that matters.”

      “What is this purpose? Please tell me.”

      “Protect the Gate. At any cost.”

      “What is the Gate?”

      “It is where the Great Terror begins, and it lies beneath the Shrine of Chisti.”

      So that was why Basil and Cyra wanted to get into the shrine. They were evil’s eager tools.

      “What is the greatest danger to the Gate?”

      “Other humans.”

      Not the answer I expected. We were a weak form of life compared to jinn, angels, gods, and Lat knows what else lurked in the void.

      “Why are humans the greatest threat?”

      “If I sent a spider to unlock the door to your room, you’d never know, would you? Humans go unnoticed.”

      “Unnoticed by who?”

      The fire in the sky dimmed for a moment, softening to a tepid amber. “Never ask that question.”

      That only made me more curious. I sensed Eblas feared whatever it was, as much as that angel did.

      I pounded the black sand with my black gauntlet. “Is it the Dreamer?”

      “Even the Dreamer fears something. I will not say more than that.”

      “What is the Great Terror?”

      “Did Marada not explain?”

      Marada, Sultana of the Marid tribe of jinn, had told me that the world was an egg, and all it needed was a little heat to bring about the Great Terror. I’d felt so tiny upon learning that, and I’d tried to convince myself that with the help of Lat, I could stop it from happening. But Marot slaying Marada, and what happened to Lat after, proved me wrong.

      Marada had also warned me not to get involved in the affairs of men. That using her power to topple kings or deal justice would attract the scrutiny of terrifying beings. But the affairs of men and gods were mixed, were they not? Cyra was not just trying to rule Alanya, she was trying to bring about the Great Terror.

      “I want your description of the Great Terror, Eblas.”

      “The Dreamer created this earth as an egg. But ‘egg’ is a human word, and thus only an approximation of what it truly is. As are ‘fire’ and ‘heat’. These are the shadows that you see and understand because your minds cannot see all the sides.”

      When I was inside the angel, I was exposed to more. I didn’t want to think about the truth of all those words and forms, because when I did, I heard strange hymns, and I feared they would drive me to madness.

      “What will happen to us humans if the Great Terror comes?”

      “Once the Blood Star wills the egg to hatch, it will stir all human souls together for Hawwa to craft into new forms. Forms which are beyond even my understanding. They will become a new epoch of angels.”

      When I’d stared at the human eye of the angel in the Yunan Sea, I’d seen a vision of angels sprouting from an egg. Could that have been the Great Terror, all along?

      “So we will become angels. We won’t be dead?”

      “You’ll wish that you were. You’ll wish for total annihilation from time and memory. And so will I.”

      The sky fire crackled. It brightened to a golden white as I shuddered. If Eblas feared something, then it was worthy of fear, even if our fear was just a fleeting feeling. An imitation of some primordial fear that boiled in the true essence of what it meant to be terrified.

      “Why is the Gate here? Why is it guarded by humans? Why is such an immense task left to us?”

      “Because humans are noise.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Imagine a glorious city with a river running through it. The river divides the city into two halves. Once a year, rains cause the river to overflow, flooding one part of the city or the other. The only thing that determines which half of the city gets flooded is a single lever that controls a sluice. Now imagine if this lever was deep underground, and the only creatures who lived around it were ants. If the ants eat through the rod that lifts the lever, one half of the city gets flooded. If they don’t, the other half gets flooded.”

      I took a handful of black sand and passed it through my fingers. “It sounds so mindless.”

      “You, and even me, are mindless creatures compared to them.” The star that was Eblas twinkled in the white sky above. “Now finish with your questions.”

      “What is the Blood Star?”

      “My understanding of it has changed considerably over the centuries. At first I thought of it as a womb. Now I see it more like a printing press. One that, through writing with the language that is the very fabric of all that exists, can birth anything — even the Great Terror. But it has its own will, too. It is alive. And in some way, it is connected to Hawwa, as if she were a deeper emanation of something stirring within it.”

      I did not fully grasp his answer, but decided to move on. “How can I defeat a starwriter who speaks to the Blood Star?”

      “The Blood Star loved the Morning Star, and the two became one. The light of that union destroyed many worlds in this heaven, and even more worlds behind the higher veils. When Marot brought starwriting to this earth, he did so with a limitation. To write on the stars, a starwriter must hold the hand of someone who loves them. And they must both pray.”

      So that was why Lunara had taken my hand. That was why I couldn’t let go of hers without killing her. “How can we defeat a starwriter?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? Kill everyone who loves her. Then her power will be useless. And do so quickly, before she learns to use her power with precision.”

      “Precision?”

      The fire in heaven stirred, elegant swirls appearing in its form. “If I ask you to kill someone, you could fulfill that command in many ways. You could kill yourself, for example, because you are someone, too. The more specific and precise you can be, the more power you can safely draw from the Blood Star without harming yourself. But this precision cannot be achieved with any language. Old Paramic may be the best approximation of the Blood Star’s language that you humans have, but like so many things, it is a shadow of a shadow of a shadow.”

      I’d seen the Blood Star’s language before, in Labyrinthos. The green fireflies had changed their shapes, forming letters with innumerable sides and points. With actual depth. But somehow, Lunara understood it.

      And what about the language on the papyrus-like tongues of those children inside the angel? Each time the fish swallowed a child, the words on the papyrus appeared on its body, glowing in green. Words had power — even our words.

      I raised my hand at the twinkling fire in the sky. “Eblas, how will I call upon you for aid?”

      “I am only a fire, but I have burned for an epoch. I am a remnant of what scorched the world a thousand years ago and ended the age of ice. If you wanted to kill a single ant inside of an ant hill, you would not use fire. You would only use it to destroy the entire nest.”

      “I am not so bloodthirsty.”

      A flare shot out of the orange star. Thankfully, it was too distant to burn me. It mixed with the white sky the way saffron does in yogurt.

      “Should you ever decide to be, you may call upon me to burn everything. Otherwise, you can summon one of my children. She is small and precise enough to burn a single human.”

      “So that is all you can do? Burn?”

      “What did you expect? We are the smokeless flame. We are fire, imbued with a soul. Just as the Marid are ice imbued with souls, and the Jann wind imbued with souls. But souls are not meant for such things. It is unnatural, and so ours is a blunt existence.”

      “I understand.” Though I didn’t truly. I feared I was not meant to understand these creatures, just as a spider was not meant to understand a human.

      “Now you know a few secrets.” Eblas’ fire spread across the sky. He descended, heating the sand and the meat of my body. “Here is my advice — carry the poison of truth within yourself, and do not inflict it upon others. Only tell them what they need to know, lest they lose all hope and happiness.”

      “And is that what you did for me? Did you only tell me what I needed to know?”

      “Of course, Kevah. And I hope you’ll see my secrecy for what it truly is — a mercy.” The fire from the sky lashed out for me, hand-like pillars falling. “Now go home.”

      

      I awoke. I was not wearing my armor, only a crisp caftan and leather socks. Candlelight throbbed in the corner niches, reflecting off the frescoes on the walls, which showed a shah and his court in a tulip garden. A sandstone pillar stood in the middle of the room, painted in alternating gold and bronze, the colors of Seluqal Alanya.

      My body rested upon wool sheets, and a silk-wrapped feather blanket covered me. At my side sat a crystal jug filled with ice water. I poured some into a glass cup and cooled my parched throat.

      Someone lay asleep on a floor bed against the far wall. Between us, my complete set of angel armor sat in a pile upon a pillow, along with Black Rose.

      I got up and walked to the far wall. An unveiled Ruhi rose from her bed suddenly.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      She rubbed her eyes, trailing her fingers across the bloodrunes covering her face. “At the palace in Dorud.”

      “I don’t remember coming here.”

      “I don’t know how you got here, either. I suppose a jinn carried you.”

      Could it have been Kinn? Or an Efreet?

      “You look like you’ve had a hard time,” she said.

      “You could say that. Did you and Hurran meet with Barkam?”

      “Briefly. Barkam isn’t being forthcoming. I could tell he was lying. And more than that, hiding something.”

      “Hiding what?”

      “Not sure. Some sort of ill intention. He claims to want nothing more than to restore the Seluqals to power in Qandbajar, and yet… it was not what he wanted, not truly. What he really wanted… he buried deep.”

      I sat facing Ruhi. Even the carpet was silk. It was like sitting on water.

      “I always hated talking to people like that.” I massaged my throbbing forehead. “What’s funny is that I’ve been surrounded by such people my entire life. I’ve been surrounded by what I hate, in layers and layers.”

      The chirping of night crickets was my favorite thing about Alanya — far sweeter than Sirm’s shrill cicadas. You knew, by their intensity, how late the evening had gotten. We were in the midst of the night — perhaps the most peaceful of all hours.

      “I’ve never asked… but how old are you, Kevah?”

      “I’m forty years old. But sometimes, I feel like I’m eighty.”

      “And yet you don’t look a breath over twenty.”

      “That’s the only thing I enjoy about all this.”

      I wanted to ask her about Sadie, but I knew there was no point. She would’ve told me had she learned anything. And my constant pining must’ve been a sad thing, especially when she’d lost friends and family, too.

      “Did you learn anything about your family’s whereabouts?” I asked instead.

      She took a moment, as if she needed to collect her scattered sorrows. “Three of my cousins were killed. Their father — my uncle — is here in Dorud.” She pressed her forearm against her eyes and sobbed. “When I found him in the camp, he was…” She sucked in a tearful breath. “He was praying to Saint Death. Praying for her to ask Lat to take his soul.” Her tears dripped onto her silk sheets. “When my mother died and my father got sick, he was so kind to me — even though my cousins were often cruel. I couldn’t bear to see him wailing like that. He wrapped his arms around me and said ‘you’re all that’s left of me. You’re all that’s left of me.’”

      Ruhi broke into uncontrolled sobs. I could not bear the sight of it. I knelt closer, brought her head to my chest, and hugged her.

      She wrapped her arms around me and cried into my caftan.

      “I want to kill her,” she said amid tears.

      But we could not kill Cyra. I’d already tried. No, we’d have to kill her loved ones. All of them, lest she use their love to write on the stars.

      “I’ll give her something worse than death. I’ll give her what she gave you, and so many others. I’ll fill her cup with sorrow.”

      “Yes. It’s what she deserves. It’s justice.”

      “No. True justice would see her suffer and die for each soul she’s made to suffer and die. What we can give her is merely a shadow of justice.”

      “It’s the best we can do,” Ruhi said into my chest.

      I strummed her hair to soothe her. At some point, comforted because we weren’t alone, we both fell asleep.
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      It was almost midday when I departed the Sylgiz-Jotrid camp and reentered the blood fog.

      I walked by many monstrosities. I stared at my sandals, but still heard the deranged hymns. Some sounded like a goat being beaten to death, others like the soft whispers of a lover.

      After arriving back in Zelthuriya, I surveyed our position facing the Shrine of Chisti. Overturned carts and broken stalls formed a makeshift wall. Behind it, legionaries crouched and stood, each holding shields as big as themselves. Behind the men with shields waited the assault cohorts, many now wearing and wielding the armor and weapons of the enemy.

      Markos stood in their midst, his latest map spread across a wooden table.

      “Lord Imperator.” He put a fist on his heart.

      Blood speckled his moistened, black hair. I wiped my own sweaty forehead, which was also tinged with pink from the blood fog.

      “Have you any good news, Markos?”

      “Normally, I’d tell you that all news is good. That any thread can be spun with gold. But perhaps my usual optimism is not appropriate here.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I’ve won battles from within the belly of defeat. I’ve always felt the sacrifice worth it, so long as you triumphed in the end. But I see no way into that shrine, not after what they did this morning.”

      “What did they do?”

      He showed me the papyrus. The triangles denoted the gholam line. They defended a passage behind the sepulcher with forty men at the front, each rotating when they needed to reload. The matchlock fire never ceased.

      He gestured to a rectangle he’d drawn between the entrance and the gholam line.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “They dug a trench in the middle of the shrine.”

      Fuck the Fallen. Even with superior numbers, even if the enemy didn’t have flying fire, a trench was a hellish thing to overcome.

      “Why didn’t we notice them digging?” I asked.

      Markos shrugged. “Our line is far from the entrance. And the fog obscures that distance.”

      “Surely we would’ve heard the banging of shovel on dirt.”

      “We heard them praying. Wailing in their Latian way. They must’ve done it to mask the digging.”

      I sighed from the direness. “So what’ve you concluded?”

      “It doesn’t matter if we all charge into the cavern with everything we have. There is no way to overcome them. Not unless they spend all their bullets, and we have no way of knowing how many bullets they have in reserve.”

      It was everything I didn’t want to hear. Markos lowered his gaze, obviously ashamed at his own inadequacy.

      “Don’t lose heart. This is not your fault.” I patted his leather shoulder guard. “This is a trial. You’re the greatest strategist I’ve ever known. A trial, by its nature, is intended to challenge you.”

      Markos rubbed his suddenly reddened eyes. “Imagine being brought forward in time seven hundred years, and then asked to overcome the strategies of men with weapons you’ve never seen.”

      I believed Markos could do it. Long before I discovered his potential, he was a drunk, more eager to busy himself with tavern games than fight a war. And he was good at those tavern games — too good. His mind obsessed over a challenge the way Tomas’ did over wealth and women. If even he despaired, then it truly was dire.

      “Remember Hestia?” I said. “The Saturni turned the island into a fortress. It was your idea to move our galleys miles out to sea. No one aside from you could have come up with the idea of using our oarsmen to create a tide to flood their trenches. You’re the brightest man among us, Markos. You may not believe in yourself, but I believe in you.”

      His pinkening eyes twinkled at the remembrance. “I’ll not cease my work, Lord Imperator. Thank you for keeping me steadfast.” Markos emptied a skin of discolored water over his irritated eyes.

      

      My chief strategist needed time to come up with a plan, so along with Prefect Herakon, I walked the city inspecting my legions. Many aspects about our readiness needed attention, and I wanted to tend to them firsthand.

      I inspected the residential district, which had been emptied of residents and now housed the bulk of my forces. The Zelthuriyans we’d captured and enslaved lived and slept amid the palms, and any soldier had the right to command them as he wished — though our law did not permit unjustified bloodletting, even of slaves. That didn’t stop it from happening, though. But remedying that was a low priority.

      I visited a young legionary who lived in a foul-smelling, one-room cave. He complained his brother was missing. “We were walking near the stables, looking to see if we could trade a bit of treasure for some of that mighty golden armor. Then would-you-believe-it, we saw a door in the blood fog.”

      “A door?” I folded my arms and leaned against the wall.

      “Swear to the Twelve, Lord Imperator — it was just there, in the middle of the street. An open door. When I looked through it, I saw,” he made a triangle with his hands, “a big old pyramid that stretched to heaven. I tried to stop my fool of a brother, but he was too eager to plunder it. After he ran through, the door just… disappeared.”

      Herakon and I exchanged a perplexed glance. There was nothing I could do about a disappearing door.

      As I went dwelling to dwelling, speaking to soldiers in the comfort of their temporary shelters, I heard many strange tales. Was offered quite a lot of food, too, which I declined. One of my centurions, a dour yet stalwart man who was also named Basil, broke open a piece of bread for me.

      A human ear lay inside of it.

      He apologized as if it was his fault. As if he should’ve checked first. But who checks the inside of their bread for ears?

      It wasn’t unusual for men at camp to die from sweating sickness, bile bone, rot lung, and pale fever — these things tended to cut their way through camped legions, with no regard for your prayers. But the number of dead and sick disturbed me, as did the number of men going blind from blood pooling behind their eyes.

      Something grew in the water inside the wells, too: long, thin strings attached to what I could only describe as fleshy orbs. With supplies coming from Cyra’s camp, we could at least stop drinking and eating the food that had lingered too long in the blood fog.

      But having to rely on her for everything was its own danger. She was already playing me — that much was obvious. How perfect for her that I should throw my legions into Chisti’s shrine. Use up all their bullets, and all my lives, fulfilling her aim. A rotten deal, through and through.

      

      Amros, the man in charge of my Archers of the Eye cohort, found me as I headed toward my quarters.

      “Lord Opener,” he said, his gaze low and voice edged with panic, “there is something you should see.”

      “Amros of the Two Heads. What could be so dire?”

      He led me through winding passageways to the mouth of a cave. A metal grate covered the entrance; it’d been sawed open so someone could get through, but only by turning sideways and making their body small.

      Dead Archers of the Eye in their white dresses lay at its front. Each had purple cloths wrapped around their wrists to show that they were among my followers, not Abu’s. I could see no wounds or blood on their bodies.

      “How did they die?” I asked.

      Amros, his face bony and intense, pointed at the cave mouth. “They were murdered for going in there.”

      “Murdered? By who?”

      “By Saint Death.”

      I chuckled like it was a bad jape. But Amros did not share my humor.

      “Who the fuck is Saint Death?”

      “The Latians say she was Temur the Wrathful’s wife.”

      “Temur… and who is that?”

      “A Seluqal padishah. Five hundred years ago, he was lord from the jungles of Kashan to the plains of Sirm. No man in history has conquered or killed more. Even you, Lord Basil.”

      Good thing I had every opportunity to surpass him, on both counts. “In my experience, hard men prefer soft women. So how did his wife become Saint Death?”

      “She was nothing soft. She rode with him on all his campaigns. When Temur conquered a badly behaved city, he would spare no one. Liked to build palaces made of bone and skull. Wasn’t enough to satisfy his wife’s bloodlust, though. She called him weak, and goaded him to do even worse.”

      “What’s worse than a palace of skulls?”

      “Plenty, apparently. Hers was a creative mind when it came to dealing death,” Amros smiled. “You ought to read the history.”

      “Do I look like I have time?” I stared into the mouth of the cave. “Come, then. Let’s see this ghost of yours.”

      “I just told you my men were murdered for going inside, and now you want to do the same?”

      “Plenty of frightful things want to murder me. What’s one more?”

      I turned sideways and stepped through the sawed iron grate. The stench of a dead garden wafted from the darkness.

      A line of headless men bowed before a sepulcher, upon which sat an open shroud. Judging by the armor, the men were my own, as well as Archers of the Eye. Someone had beheaded them and arranged them in this worshipful way.

      The open shroud revealed a body covered in flowers. All petal colors and stem sizes immersed the curvaceous form, from foot to head. Upon her breasts grew a pair of sunflowers. She was the most alive dead thing I’d witnessed in the blood fog. And she was sitting up and staring with the empty sockets in her petal-covered skull.

      Someone had dressed it up this way, obviously. A corpse couldn’t be alive.

      Something stirred behind me. I turned to see Amros. He’d mustered the bravery to step inside, and now stared at the Paramic calligraphy on the wall.

      “It’s all wrong,” he said.

      “What is?”

      He pointed to the letters. “This isn’t Paramic. It only looks like Paramic.”

      I’d noticed earlier that the letters no longer looked like letters. It was like a child trying to create language.

      Amros hovered his finger near the calligraphy, though never close enough to touch them. “These are… bloodrunes.”

      “Bloodrunes?”

      “When the blood plague destroyed my homeland, the blood rains gifted many newborns the power to bloodwrite. They could write these kinds of runes, and do the arcane.”

      That sounded somewhat like the blood pattern I’d seen on the pages inside The Melody of Micah.

      “Could a rune… bring someone back to life? In a different body?”

      Amros nodded. “Indeed. The Philosophers would pass down forbidden knowledge that way.”

      “And what about murder? Could a blood sorcerer have killed these people?”

      “No.” Amros pointed to the flower woman in the shroud. “She did it. She killed them. Saint Death.”

      Was he really so convinced? While the flowers growing from her body were bizarre enough, a corpse couldn’t kill anyone. But I would be a fool to dismiss the possibility, given all I’d seen and heard today.

      “Burn it all,” I said.

      “Only a fool would further invite her wrath.”

      I sighed. “Fill the opening with rock, so no one may enter or exit.”

      “Only too gladly, Lord Basil.”

      

      Saurva visited me later, her sallow body forming from wisps of sickly pink cloud. Even deep in my cave, I could not escape the evils born from the blood cloud.

      “You know who could easily devise a way to overcome those defenses?” she said. “Micah the Metal.”

      She stood blanketed by fog at the far end of the room. I could almost see the blood in her translucent skin. Her pupils would glow green, then melt into the whites of her eyes, repeating this pattern again and again.

      A knock sounded on my door. “It’s me, Lord Imperator.” Tomas’ voice.

      “Wait,” I ordered.

      “If I wanted to harm him, you wouldn’t be able to stop me,” Saurva said. That was true enough. “Let him in. We can talk after.”

      “Come in, Tomas.”

      As Tomas entered, Saurva watched him with a disturbing smile that he was fortunate to not see. I bade him to sit at my side.

      “What happened to the red-haired women?” I asked.

      “Amros and the other Archers say they know Kevah’s lover. Her name is Sadie. They say she’s not among the red-haired women we collected.”

      I sighed in disappointment. “Then aside from my dagger, we’ve got nothing to use against him.” Or did we? “Tomas, what have you learned about a Crucian grandmaster named Micah the Metal?”

      “Ah, yes. Micah the Metal.” Tomas held up one finger. “He claimed to be the Opener.” He held up two fingers. “He reconquered Kostany from the Seluqals, briefly.” Now three. “And he even married the Saturni imperator’s daughter.”

      “What was his final fate?”

      “The worst fate there is. He went missing in Labyrinthos. No one has seen him since.” Rather like my Doran. The thought of him trapped in that demonic place… I would weep if it wasn’t weak.

      “I take it Micah had a great military mind.”

      “Indeed.” Tomas nodded. “And a great hubris. He thought he was you.”

      “Men of rare achievement earn their arrogance.”

      “Then why aren’t you arrogant, Lord Imperator? And I don’t ask that as a flatterer. The Saturni empress thought herself a goddess of the sea. Would insist her servants carry her everywhere. Made her retainers crawl to her throne, and would gouge their eyes if they raised their heads to look upon her bodice. All this despite controlling a single, small island.”

      Ah, yes. Tomas had been on her side when Markos and I conquered that island.

      “Given what you’ve accomplished, I am shocked at your humility,” Tomas pressed.

      Difficult to be arrogant with all these memories of my mother fucking her way to the top of the court and hiding me under the floorboards while she did it — to spare me even worse memories. Or how about the memories of my father breaking his back building chariots for greater men to ride, then being run over by one.

      “All I know how to do well is conquer,” I said. “Conquer, and inspire men to conquer. That’s it. That’s my only skill. Angelsong never says the Opener would be a righteous man, or even a decent man. But it does say he will be lowborn. And so I must remind myself — who is lower than me?”

      “You must leave that way of thinking behind.” Tomas rubbed the spot above his heart. “You cannot build an empire with simple ideals, Lord Imperator. I resisted you for as long as I did because I knew your side was all fanatics, fools, and dreamers.”

      “And now you are on that side. How curious.”

      Saurva giggled. I’d almost forgotten she was still standing behind the fog. “You’ve a lot more in common with Micah than you realize.”

      “I am indeed on your side,” Tomas said. “And I have been by your side for eleven years. I watched you make allies of your enemies, save for the Saturni pretenders and their pyromancers, who each deserved the fates you dealt them. And you know what, Lord Imperator?”

      “Tell me your wisdom, Tomas.”

      “It is not the fact that you speak with your men like you’re their friend or father that binds them to you, no matter how much you want to believe that.”

      “Then what keeps them loyal?”

      Saurva giggled again. “Oh, this should be interesting.”

      “Not fear. Not faith. It is simply the fact that you win. And that you keep winning. The belief, among everyone, that you are impossible to defeat. That no matter how thick the wall, you’ll break through. No matter how many locks on a door, you’ll find all the keys. It’s this perception that built your empire. The belief, even in the hearts of your worst enemy, that you are invincible. Everyone wants to be with the winner. It is the most seductive lure of all.”

      I clasped my hands. “And if I lose here, Tomas? Would it all fall apart? Would each of my legions abandon me?”

      “Indeed, Lord Imperator. One loss is all it would take to shatter your legend. Luckily, you vanished in the desert with that legend intact. The Saturni succeeded in destroying your reputation west of the Yunan Sea, but here in the east, faithful Ethosians have been waiting centuries for your return. The Archers tell me that you have cathedrals named after you across these lands. Why? Because you never lost. You were, and still are, Basil the Breaker. Even the Latians will have to stop calling you The Banished, for you have now returned.”

      Quite a legend, indeed. But today, it felt more like a weight crushing my bones.

      “You really are amazing, Papa.” Saurva hovered closer, her azure hair and eyes brightening. “Mother wouldn’t have fucked you otherwise. She carried me inside her for almost ten years. Wouldn’t have been worth doing for an unexceptional man’s child.”

      “Tomas, I should tell you something.” I glanced at Saurva, who now hovered just behind him. “There is a demon in this room, with us.”

      Saurva pricked his neck with her fingernail and laughed.

      Tomas shuddered. “I’ve suddenly gone cold. A demon, you say?”

      “She’s right behind you.”

      “You’re spoiling the fun, Papa.” Saurva pricked him again, causing him to shiver. “I want my being here to be our secret!”

      Tomas darted his head around the room. “Archangel protect your servant from the scheming of the Fallen.”

      “Those stupid verses have no power,” Saurva said. “Angelsong is such a silly book. In fact, my mother inspired some of the verses in there. She’d whisper in the scribes’ ears whilst they slept. You can’t trust something like that.”

      “Your verse upset her.” I grinned. “Keep repeating it.”

      Tomas got up. “I’d rather go, Lord Imperator. There is much that needs doing. I must arrange for more food and water to be carried from Cyra’s camp.”

      “Archangel bless you, Tomas. And may I say…” I put my hand on my heart. “I’m lucky to have a man as practical minded as you among my flock of fanatics, fools, and dreamers.”

      He snickered. “No, Lord Imperator. I’m lucky you let me keep my practical head.”

      

      Saurva had come to taunt and goad me, as usual. She insisted, once again, that I kill everyone in the shrine and then wait in the city thereafter, as if I were some dog to be ordered about. And, of course, she went on and on about the importance of using the bloodrune to bring Micah the Metal back.

      I returned to our position in front of Chisti’s shrine. Markos was standing over his battle plan and rubbing his eyes. Healers carted wailing legionaries, and yet more dead ones, away from the broken shrine door; whatever attack he’d ordered had failed.

      “Markos. What’s the matter?”

      He wouldn’t stop digging his fingers into his tear ducts.

      “Look at me,” I said.

      He focused his bloodshot eyes on me. “It hurts, Lord Imperator. My eyes. They are screaming.”

      Red bathed them; I could scarcely see his pupils. I feared he would soon lose his eyesight, as had already happened to many others. I couldn’t accept my chief strategist going blind.

      “Have you struck up a plan for the shrine?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I ordered eighty legionaries to assault the shrine while holding smoking torches, with the aim of obscuring the enemy’s sight. They are all dead or dying, now.”

      Eighty or eight hundred or eight thousand — how many would we have to sacrifice to kill two men for Cyra’s benefit?

      “Is there any hope at all of getting inside?”

      He shook his head.

      “Go see the healers.” Not that they could help him.

      No one could save my men from the guiles of the Fallen. No one except me.

      I walked beyond our line, onto the street, and toward the mouth of Chisti’s shrine, the blood fog thick as ever.

      “Lord Imperator!” Markos called. “It is dangerous!”

      I continued walking until I faced the bloodied, charred rubble of the exploded doors. Blood fog did not cross the threshold, as if it were forbidden from entering the shrine. Why were they saved from its torture?

      “I am Imperator Basil.” I shouted with all the wind in me. “I wish to speak with Shah Kyars”

      Minutes later, a voice called, “Enter!”

      If they were wise, they’d fill me with holes. I risked everything on the bet that they were more terrified than wise.

      I walked into the shrine. A ditch did indeed cover the width of the cavern, and it was wide enough to swallow hundreds of men. Or even thousands, depending on how deep it was. A gholam placed a big plank across it, then walked over toward me.

      He took out a leather strap and bound me by the wrists. Then he — wisely — put a sack over my head. They wouldn’t want me reporting what I’d seen regarding their defenses and supplies, which also meant they were willing to let me walk out of here alive.

      He escorted me across the plank, through their lines, and down the stairs, into the cool depths of the cave. The way was winding — or perhaps they wanted to confuse me so I wouldn’t remember it.

      When they removed the sack, I beheld Shah Kyars, as armored as his men. We stood in the middle of a hall, gholam at my back, gholam between us, and gholam at my front. Standing with Kyars was the Grandmaster of the Archers of the Eye, Abu, who had an immense, braided beard.

      Shah Kyars said something.

      “There are few scenarios in which you keep your head,” Abu translated. “But I assume you knew that when you walked in.”

      “Do you want to get out of here?” I asked.

      “I would like to see the sky again, yes. But what about all those who can’t? What about the people of Zelthuriya — my people — whom you butchered?”

      I needed him to be pliable. I needed to throw him a crumb.

      “In front of you, Shah Kyars, I admit my shame and defeat.” I bent my neck, as the saint-kings liked others to do in their presence. “We gave in to our savage side, and in doing so, killed more of your people than I can count. But we also took many prisoner. If you and I can come to some arrangement, then their lives will be secure. The truth is, I came here to conquer. But in the end, my god punished me, not you.”

      “And yet, I’m the one who feels punished.”

      “That’s because you haven’t been out there, in the blood fog. It is like the bottom of the ocean — it is not a place meant for us men. There are terrifying creatures, strange happenings — it’s driving us to madness, or worse. We have had enough of it.”

      Kyars stepped forward along with that rugged, stone-faced man I’d seen with him on our first night here.

      “Have you come to scare me, Lord Imperator?” Kyars said. “Because I’ve seen frightful things. I’ve even seen your Archangel. He was not such a fright once he shattered into a thousand pieces.”

      Saurva had said something about that event. She’d even mentioned that Kevah was “wearing the Archangel.”

      “I have come to make a deal, Shah Kyars. If you tell me how to find the northern passage, I will leave at once, and I will not harm a single Zelthuriyan in my possession. Instead, I will turn them all over to you.”

      Kyars snickered and smiled. “Or maybe you’ll use the northern passage to reinforce yourself.”

      I had to convince him, or else I was dead. And if I died, who would shepherd my men to safety? “I came here from another era entirely. I wanted to conquer that Zelthuriya, not this one. My legend was created long ago, and now… now I am just a man, at the mercy of a time and place he does not understand. A man in dire need to breathe clean air, eat fresh food, and drink pure water.” I took a jittery breath. “Tell me where the northern passage is, and as soon as I leave this shrine, I will order my men to depart through it. You will be free of us, forever.”

      Kyars whispered to the stone-faced gholam who eyed me with ferocity.

      “Where will you go, Imperator Basil?” Kyars asked.

      “I will go to Lysithea. I believe you call it Lyskar, now.”

      “My dear friend, Shah Murad, is sovereign of that city. What kind of neighbor would I be if I sent Crucian rats to his doorstep?”

      “It’s either that, or we starve you out. Or maybe I’ll order all my men to storm this cave, until they’re all dead, or until you’ve run out of bullets.”

      Kyars turned away to confer with both Abu and his gholam. After a few minutes, he came back to me.

      “Abu believes you are a man of your word.”

      “Yes. Even my enemies admitted as much. A man’s word meant everything in my time.” It grated to take this placating tone, but what choice did I have?

      And what choice did they have? They were at the very center of this rotten fruit. Trapped by an army that was itself trapped by an evil fog that was itself surrounded by another army.

      “I have decided that we will leave through the northern passage, together. My friend here,” Kyars gestured to the stone-faced gholam, “his name is Kato. He will personally escort you, if you get my meaning.”

      So they would use me as a hostage. If we could escape the blood cloud and the unfair agreement I’d been forced to make with Cyra, then it would be worth the risk of losing my head.

      “I do.”

      “Should anything happen to me or a single one of my people, the Opener will have his throat opened. Understood?”

      “Yes.” I nodded, the breeze of promise blowing across my shoulders. “I accept.”

      Kyars held out his hand. I shook it, and hoped I had not made a dire mistake.

    

  







            21

          

          

      

    

    







CYRA

        

      

    

    
      I awoke to the shrillness of Sadie’s wails. She’d managed to slide into a lying position, her hands above her head — and still tied to the post. She writhed across the carpets, worms coursing beneath her eyelids — as we fancifully described it in the Sylgiz lands.

      Just a bad dream, it seemed.

      I shook her awake. Her golden eyes glowed cat-like amid the ghostly moonshine beaming from the ceiling hole.

      “Your waking life is bad enough,” I said. “How cruel for the jinn to inflict you with night terrors, as well.”

      “Heraclius…”

      “Celene’s grandfather… he’s the one who stoned you, right?”

      She nodded. For the first time, I did not see hatred in her gaze. I saw a young woman as terrified as I was, once.

      “I dream my bad memories, as well,” I said. “My wedding is the one that repeats the most. I can’t believe I was once married to the Shah of Alanya. It was the happiest… and most horrible day of my life.” I rubbed my weary eyes. “Were you ever married?”

      She shook her head.

      “I got married a second time. And it raised my station even higher than my first marriage. No one calls me it, but I suppose I am a khatun — rather like you. Though my tribe does not yet exist. I wonder what we’ll call it, once all the Sylgiz-Jotrid babies are born.”

      “You’re rather talkative for the middle of the night.”

      “I often wake at this time. It’s my favorite hour, to be honest. The stillness. The crickets. Listen to the silence, and you’ll even hear the sand carried in the breeze.”

      “If you say so.” She remained terse — for good reason, obviously.

      “I know you think I’m in the wrong. But this is my home. I love it here. Well, not here in the middle of the desert. But Qandbajar. I won’t let anyone take my home from me, or take me from my home. And your lover wants to do that. Wants to strip me of the only thing keeping me safe, the only thing keeping me from being killed or driven away.” I pointed to my star-seeing eye. “I will not let him.”

      Sadie slid the back of her knee against the carpet.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “It’s itchy.”

      “I should’ve gotten you a change of clothes. I’m sorry.”

      She was shorter and thinner than me, so could get into my clothes. I went to my chest, dug through the more glamorous brocade, and got her a fresh, yellow caftan.

      “How am I supposed to put it on while tied up?”

      “I’ll untie you. Stand up.”

      She stood, and I pulled at the knot. I hesitated before loosening the final tie. Obviously, Sadie was stronger than me, considering I was not a fighter at all. There were no sharp objects in my yurt for her to threaten me with, though she was likely good with blunt ones, too.

      I had guards outside my yurt, at all times, who would hear if she tried anything. So I freed her hands. She turned and glared at me, rubbing her sore wrists all the while.

      I offered her the yellow caftan. “I don’t think I need to tie you up again. What do you think?”

      She took what I was offering. I turned around so she could change, though a sorely neglected part of me wanted to watch.

      She’d now become suitably yellow. She lay down on the carpet near the post she’d been tied to.

      “Would you like bedding?” I asked.

      She shook her head, then itched the back of her knee in powerful, abrasive strokes.

      “I’ll have them fetch water so you can bathe in the morning.”

      It must’ve been days since she’d bathed. Though she didn’t smell bad at all; her unwashed smell was rather warm; no wonder Kevah loved her. Some people are blessed like that. Meanwhile, if I bathed at sunrise, I would smell like a damp horse come sunset.

      I got on my pallet and stared at her, all sprawled out on the carpet. We could’ve been friends… if we weren’t on opposite sides. I could say that for a lot of people, though. Zedra, Kevah… Eshe. The only person I didn’t care to be friends with was Kyars, considering how much he’d always looked down on me. Marrying him was almost like vengeance for how he’d insult my lanky appearance and Sylgiz manner. I suppose ridding Alanya of the Seluqal House was more personal than I cared to admit.

      As if she had eyes on top of her head, Sadie glanced at me and caught me staring.

      I darted my gaze away and shifted in discomfort on my pallet.

      “I wish I’d shot you instead,” she whispered in Sirmian, which was similar enough to Sylgiz.

      “What are you talking about?” I whispered back in Sylgiz. “Wait… do you mean when Eshe and I escaped the Sand Palace?”

      She did not answer, and I fell asleep wondering.

      

      For breakfast, I’d scheduled a meeting with Wafiq. We met in his humble yurt, where we enjoyed unadorned portions of dates, figs, apricots, fermented leeks, as well as roasted pumpkin seasoned with thyme.

      “Chief Tala used to enjoy this simple, pumpkin dish.” Wafiq scooped a goodly portion with his hand. “They still eat it in the Vogras, in fact.”

      It was rather simple, and reminded me of our Sylgiz dishes. In Alanya, even as basic a thing as rice and lamb pilau had to be covered in seven or eight different spices and peppers.

      “I should like to visit the Vogras someday.”

      Wafiq shook his head and swallowed. “It is, sadly, a cursed place. Seluq made it so.”

      Speaking of curses… “I was thinking about what you told me. About the blood cloud being a holy sign from Lat and her Children. I want to make certain that everyone throughout Alanya gets this message.”

      “Our lightgivers will spread it far and wide, rest assured. Not just to Alanya, but to every distant corner.”

      “Good. I imagine the saint worshippers are struggling to explain it. What would their sheikhs say when asked why the holy city is shrouded in blood all of a sudden? I hope it will seed some doubts in their hearts, at the very least.”

      Wafiq bit into a ripe fig, its juices red. After swallowing, he said, “Let us keep in mind that we are trying to help these people, not wipe them out. They are astray, but we do not know their hearts. It may be ignorance that keeps them from the truth, rather than a wicked intent.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree.”

      He wiped the red juice off his stubble. “In that spirit, I would have to ask about your recent acts. The treatment of the Abyads, in particular. Do you not see… the problem with asking people to embrace the true path, while also pointing a gun at them?”

      “That was a political decision, Uncle.”

      Wafiq shook his head. “The Children did not differentiate between the commandments of Lat and their own political desires. They were one and the same. If we are to rule in righteousness, it must be so.”

      I sipped some tamarind sherbet. “I offered their sheikhs a chance to come to some accord, and they refused it.”

      “A single refusal does not void the inviolability of their blood.”

      “It does when you’re at war, Uncle. They would have made common cause with Kyars, and acted as a hindrance in our midst. Once we take Zelthuriya, these deserts will be a pilgrimage path for all who revere the Children. Had we not driven the Abyads away, they would doubtless have raided our caravans. I am doing my best to think two steps ahead, to imagine the Alanya that is yet to be born, and to strive for it.”

      I scooped some pumpkin into my mouth. It was rather mushy and hot on my teeth.

      “No matter how righteous the cause, it cannot justify injustice. I have lived in Alanya at least as long as you have. I know that the Abyad tribes are not the threat you’ve made them to be. Hardly.”

      Obviously not. I’d only attacked them hoping it would draw Kyars and his gholam out of Zelthuriya. And to fill my treasure room with their wealth. But I would not tell Wafiq that. Such a righteous man would likely refuse to accept that this contest could not be won by sticking to laws and creeds.

      And yet, I needed him on my side. I needed him to think of me as the most zealous of the Children’s followers.

      “I fear that in my zeal to advance Lat’s holy cause, I may have overstepped. May she forgive me.”

      “Of course. You are not alone in that regard. Many are those who trespass in their zeal. But it is not enough to ask for forgiveness. Mercy is no replacement for justice. Blood demands blood… or at the very least, gold.”

      “You speak of blood money. Would you have me pay them?”

      “If you truly seek forgiveness, then you will seek restitution for each man, woman, and child slain. You will free all the Abyads you captured and restore their property to them.”

      How could a Philosopher be such a righteous fool? Surely a man as learned as him would understand that we couldn’t do that without destroying the tenuous balance of the Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance, especially when we’d already distributed the war bounty and slaves among the riders. And given that he lived in the Sand Palace, he would know that our treasury was more bereft than the flavor of these fermented leeks.

      Or was he not a fool at all? Was he testing me? Teasing out how I would balance my desire to uphold the faith with my desire to win the war? Was this his way of easing his doubts about my leadership?

      I swallowed another tasteless leek, then wiped my mouth with a kerchief. “Dear Wafiq, what is the greatest evil?”

      He picked the pit out of his date with his nails. Such a strange habit. Why not bite the date first and just spit out the pit?

      “The greatest evil is that act which causes the most suffering to the most people,” he answered.

      “Precisely. Do you know why, in the Waste, a khagan often strangles his brothers and sisters? Or why the Shahs of Sirm and Kashan still do it upon ascending the throne?”

      “Because if they didn’t kill their siblings, they would become rivals in power, which would split the realm and lead to ruinous succession wars.” Wafiq gave me a slight smile.

      “But killing your own brothers and sisters… even should they be infants still suckling their mothers’ breasts… is that not evil?”

      “It is indeed evil.”

      “Then we must stave off the greatest evil with a lesser evil,” I said. “We must choose the suffering of the few over the suffering of the many. There is no other way.”

      He knock-knocked on the floor table with his date pit. “Well said, Sultana Cyra. Statecraft is a careful balancing of compromises, guided by the principles of faith. The simplistic answer is often the most destructive. While I don’t agree with the path you chose regarding the Abyads, to turn from it now would imperil everything.”

      So he was indeed testing me. He did understand the fragility of our position.

      “Uncle, Alanya is my home. The last thing I want is to see it in ruins. The others on the council… they don’t think of it as home. They think of it like a crow does about the nest of a songbird. Many of them wish to feast upon the eggs and fly away.”

      “A council is no replacement for a ruler. In the Silklands, we had a long period of council rule after the death of our greatest emperor, Sejon, who ruled around the same time as Shah Alamgir.”

      I nodded as if I remembered when Shah Alamgir had ruled.

      Wafiq continued, “The council was comprised of his favorite wives, his children, many high-ranking eunuchs, and various powerful generals and landowners. All in all, about a hundred men and women. Which may sound like a lot, but given the size of the Silklands, it is analogous to the seven ruling our council.”

      I nodded, wondering just how large the Silklands was for that to be true.

      “First, they depleted the treasury. No gold remained to build roads, so traders could no longer venture westward safely. Nor was there money to build fleets to defend shipping lanes from pirates. With all the wealth divided up, the wars started. They split into twelve factions, each trying to take from the other. Eventually only two factions remained, as is always the case. A compromise was forged between the two, and a new emperor was crowned — but by then, there was not much left to rule.” He sighed. “I fear the same fate for Alanya.”

      I swallowed the honeyed date I was enjoying. “In truth, we are already well down that path, Uncle. The lesser evil is for us to win. The problem is, the cost of victory is ever increasing because each side is not willing to settle for anything but victory. Thus, if we want to win, we have to pay a higher price — in blood, innocent or guilty — than the enemy. And they know this just as much as we do. Which means the cost of victory has no limit, at all. There is no act too wicked if it leads to triumph.”

      This conversation had taken a fruitful turn, and now I rather enjoyed the smooth texture of these bland leeks.

      Wafiq nodded. “This is a well-studied dilemma among us Philosophers. If no side will relent, then everyone’s outcome is worsened because everyone acts against each other in the worst possible way — all to ensure their own victory.” He’d restated what I’d said more succinctly. He smiled at me in his uncle-ish way. “You are a bright young woman, Cyra. And you were right about what you said earlier. You understand these things because of your experiences, and that makes you a wiser judge than I, or any Philosopher, could ever be.” He strummed his fingers. “To be true, I have had breakfasts and dinners and strolls through the palace gardens with everyone on the council.”

      “Oh? And how did they go?”

      “Gokberk wants to spread the Path of the Children across the earth, but on the backs of his warhorses. He does not realize that they can only take him so far. Pashang is more practical, but lacks imagination, as if he’s waiting for revelation from on-high before committing to a vision about what this country ought to become. As for the other four, they only do what Pashang or Gokberk say. Ultimately, none of the members on the council grasp what it takes to rule as intimately as you do.”

      That made me smile. I’d been forced to become keenly aware of statecraft, all because of circumstances Zedra had thrown at me. Nice to know roses grew amid these thorns.

      

      Basil would likely return later today, and we didn’t have a good solution to root Kyars out of Father Chisti’s shrine.

      I’d thrown some ideas at Pashang, and he’d spat on each. Filling the cavern with smoke wouldn’t work because the caves are ventilated, with air rising toward narrow holes in the mountain. Throwing infected body parts at the defenders would risk the infection spreading to Basil’s men, too, given the narrowness of the environment. Assaulting in ordered formations could work, but Basil’s men were not adept with the matchlock, and didn’t have enough of them, anyway. Throwing endless waves at the problem was the best bet, but Basil seemed unwilling to pay the cost in lives.

      Starving them out was the certain answer, though that could take moons. We’d have to maintain our camp here for as long, and I missed the Sand Palace and its cozy halls.

      Mother and I took a walk amid the oasis. Jotrid and Sylgiz children played together at a far pond beneath a cluster of swaying palms. Their laughter carried sweetly in the breeze. Riders went about grazing their mares among the yellow, knee-length grasses.

      An autumn wind had blown in from the Waste today, so I’d thrown a woolen robe over my caftan. Mother, on the other hand, wore thin blue and gold brocade. She seemed to enjoy the chill.

      “Your father was fond of the desert. Maybe that’s where you got it.”

      I nodded, somewhat surprised. “He never said so to me.”

      “You weren’t old enough to really get to know him.”

      “At least I can get to know you, Amma.”

      “And I can get to know you.” She beheld me with such a proud smile. “My daughter, Sultana Cyra of Alanya.”

      “Sounds a lot more grand than it feels.” I chuckled rather solemnly. “It’s not enough to conquer. We must rule, too. Better than they did. And that’s… well, it’s proving to be a challenge.”

      “It’s not in our blood — lording over others. The Sylgiz are a free people. And yet, you stride around with the grace of an empress. Sometimes I look at you and wonder where you came from.”

      “I came from you and Baba.”

      “Yes, you did.” She put a warm hand on my cheek. “I want you to know how sorry I am, Cyra.”

      “Sorry? For what?”

      “I should have loved you as much as I did Cihan and Betil.”

      I took her hand and squeezed it. “I never felt unloved by you.”

      “Because you don’t know…” A mournful frown spread across her face. “Yammar wanted to fight for you. Wanted to get you back from the Jotrids.” Her eyes watered. “I’m the one who convinced him to let you go. I convinced him you were a small price to pay for peace with the Jotrids and Alanya.”

      I’d always thought my father let me go. Now hearing this, it seemed he was eager to fight for me. All this time, I’d believed myself worth as much as a decent carpet. One you’d prefer to keep, but if someone powerful insisted on taking, you’d let go with little thought.

      Tears slid down my mother’s hard, wrinkled cheeks.

      “It’s all right, Amma. That’s all water down the river. And you were not entirely wrong. Peace does have a price… it’s just not a small one.”

      We passed by a Sylgiz girl milking her spotted mare, the creamy milk falling into a thick, horsehide sack.

      “I wish I were still young,” Mother said. “I would leap onto my saddle and line up at the front. To fight for your Alanya. Lat and her Children have chosen you, Cyra.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “I know it. When you held my hand that day, when together we prayed for victory against that man in Ahriyya’s armor, I beheld the Morning Star. In the stories we tell of the Children, it is known that some among them could call upon the Morning Star. To do so is a blessing from Lat.”

      She was so misguided. I could never tell her that the Morning Star and the Blood Star were one. Would she even be able to accept it?

      I hardly could. “Your support means everything. You know, there are times when it’s all too much. When I miss being a little girl playing with all the foals.” I suppose I could tell her how I felt. She was my mother, after all. “And to be honest, it gets very lonely.”

      “You married a Jotrid. I’m not surprised.”

      “It was either that or perish. Pashang is… Pashang. I knew what I was doing when I married him.”

      “Your father once rode for three days into the Deep Waste to get me these glowing orange azaleas that only grew on a certain cliffside. One under the control of a heathen tribe that, if the rumors were true, liked to eat people. He was a romantic, and a fool.”

      Mother and I laughed. For a moment, I saw the face of a young, smitten girl. I wished I had a memory or two like what she’d described, just to sip on in tough times.

      “You’re carrying greater burdens than any of us,” Mother said. “I wish you could have some joy among it all.”

      Joy… now there was an interesting word. But the things I enjoyed were too indecent for my mother’s ears.

      I spotted a delicate, desert rose amid all the yellow grass. “You’re right… I do need to find some joy in all this. I can’t hold these coals all the time.”

      I plucked the desert rose and handed it to my mother. She sniffed it and smiled.

      

      I took seriously my mother’s advice to find some joy. In the early evening, I waited in Pashang’s yurt. It smelled too much like him and his silver Kashanese mare.

      I’d almost fallen asleep when he strode in with a worried face. “Basil didn’t come.”

      “Did they at least get the food?”

      He nodded. “A whole host of red-eyed Crucians came to get the food. But he was not among them.”

      “Maybe he’s busy. Poor fellow. You ever met such a despondent man before?”

      Pashang burst into throaty laughter. “Do you know how many have begged for their sad little lives at my feet? They were all far more despairing. Basil is a cooler man than he lets on.”

      “Let’s give him a day. What else can we do?”

      Pashang poured kumis into a wooden mug. It had not been his drink of choice while in Qandbajar. Perhaps being out in the wilderness, living in a yurt, was getting him back to his Jotrid ways.

      “In other news,” he took a long sip, leaving me with a prick of expectation, “one of our scouts spotted Kevah in Dorud.”

      That doused my mood. “The man is always on the move.”

      “You know, I’ve never met Kevah — and please don’t be upset by my saying this — but I do rather like what I’ve heard about him. I expect he’s going to brandish his unbreakable black sword in Barkam’s face. And Barkam, like any man, is going to piss himself.”

      “You don’t know Barkam. He’s hardly any man.” I gave him an unnaturally long sigh. “You and Kevah… you think you can solve everything with might. With intimidation and fear. They are keys that open many doors, but not all of them. Barkam’s lock is harder to pick. You need to put a bit of honey on that… lock pick.” I’d strained the analogy as far as it could go.

      But it got Pashang laughing. “He does love that honey, the lecher. I fear what Prince Faris must be enduring.”

      “Never noticed Barkam eyeing boys.”

      “He’s fondled countless pairs of hairless balls. May mine fall off if I’m wrong.”

      “And what about you, Pashang?”

      “I’ve tried it once or twice.” He took another large sip of kumis, then wiped his beard. “Not my thing.”

      “You’ve never asked me what my thing is.”

      He put his mug on the floor table next to me and took a seat. “What is your thing?”

      “You mean you have no… suspicion?”

      “Suspicion?” He shook his head. “You tell me to get on my back, or you get on your back. That’s all it’s ever been with you.”

      “Does that bore you? Is that why you sought other women?”

      He grunted in annoyance. “Look, Cyra… the truth is, I’m even more perverse than Barkam. And you probably don’t want to know.”

      “You’re my husband. I do want to know. And I want you to know about me.”

      “Tell me, then.”

      Suddenly, I regretted the whole course of this conversation. At the very least, Pashang respected me. He might still enjoy me — to some wavering degree — but without his respect, I feared our marriage would truly be doomed.

      “I know you liked that Himyarite fellow, Eshe, a whole lot,” he said. “So is that your thing? Himyarites?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t like him just because he was a Himyarite.”

      “Look — whatever you’re having difficulty saying, it will not make me think less of you. I mean, I still like myself, and knowing what I know about myself, that’s a miracle greater than when Chisti made the moon bleed.”

      If only I could make the moon bleed. If only I were powerful, this tiresome shame would weigh a lot less.

      “How do you do it, Pashang? How do you still like yourself, even after all the things you’ve done?”

      “Like I said, it’s a miracle.” He grinned. “Now, are you going to tell me your dirty secret, or are you going to leave me to fantasize about what it could be?”

      That made me smile. “Do you still fantasize about me? Or is all the mystery gone?”

      “I’ve been stroking myself to the thought of your tits since I was nine years old. I sure as fuck am not stopping now.”

      I blurted out laughing. “So you were an early bloomer. I never noticed.”

      “Like a winter flower.” He snapped his fingers. “I’ve got a good idea.”

      Pashang went to the yurt flap and ordered the Jotrid on guard to fetch some date wine.

      “Trying to soften my tongue?” I chuckled.

      “We looted huge vats of some Abyad vintage. They make it best. Keeps its natural sweetness. None of that tangy, sour slosh from the Sand Palace.”

      The Jotrid returned with a clay pitcher, which Pashang eagerly poured. We raised our wooden mugs, then sipped.

      It simmered sweetly on my tongue and went down with spice.

      “That is good.” I eagerly took another sip. “Almost makes this whole thing worth it.”

      “Doesn’t matter how shit things get, the little joys help you endure.”

      I took a long chug, almost recoiling from the alcohol. “Maybe we could… you know… when we’re…”

      “Fucking.”

      “Yes. Maybe we could bring a… a girl into it.”

      Pashang’s eyes lit up. He downed his date wine. “You… you want to do that right now? Because I could—”

      “Not now. We’re busy.”

      “But my balls almost burst just hearing it.”

      “Good…” I sipped some more wine. “And I don’t mean a pleasure girl or anything. She has to be… somewhat innocent.”

      “A virgin?”

      “Not necessarily. And I want her to be willing… but not too eager. And not too old, but also not too young.”

      “All right. We’re the rulers of Qandbajar. I’m sure we can find what you’re looking for.”

      “Do you remember Vera, my handmaid?”

      Pashang nodded. “I think she wanted to fuck me. But I wasn’t tempted.”

      She’d only wanted to fuck him on my request. “Why not?”

      “Cloying voice. Short limbs. Pasty complexion.”

      “I rather liked all those things about her.”

      He rested his chin on his fist. “So what did the two of you do?”

      “Everything.”

      “Please be more descriptive.”

      I shook my head. “You’ll just have to use your imagination.”

      “Fuck my imagination. You have two handmaids, don’t you? Pick one.”

      “I couldn’t do that.”

      “I’ve seen the way that Crucian princess looks at you. She’d lick your feet and consider it worship. Meanwhile, Nora thinks you’re literally Ahriyya. She’s too terrified to say ‘no’.”

      “Nora is out of the question.”

      “Which means Celene isn’t.”

      I somewhat regretted telling him. I couldn’t even imagine trying to suggest such a thing to Celene, as faithful as she was.

      “I can ask her, if you want,” Pashang said.

      “Please don’t.” I poured myself more date wine, then stretched my legs across the silk carpet. “I can’t believe I told you all this. I can’t believe we’re actually discussing it.”

      Pashang rolled his eyes. “You and your Alanyan shame.”

      “Alanyan? It was no different in the Waste. We had shame and laws and manners, all mostly from the same source, too.”

      “But Alanyans take it too far. For them, everything has a proper place. And if you even think of putting it an inch elsewhere, someone will call you a savage or a sinner or a something.” He stretched his arms and let out a satisfied sigh. “I’d forgotten how freeing it is to live in a yurt. So much better than being surrounded by stone all day.”

      “You do seem happier here.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll never be happy. Not until you tell me what you did with Vera… or better yet, show me.” He stuck his tongue out and grinned.

      “Maybe next time.” I punched him playfully on the shoulder.

      

      I left Pashang’s yurt somewhere between tipsy and drunk. When I stumbled back to mine, Sadie was sitting cross-legged on the far side, a sober look on her face.

      She shied her eyes away. Another person to add to my hates-me-for-a-good-reason list.

      I lay on my silky pallet. It was awkward having her here, but I’d feel anxious keeping her anywhere else. Especially when it was so easy for Kevah to fly over and pluck her into the sky.

      “Did you bathe?” I asked.

      She nodded, her gaze low.

      “You eat?”

      She nodded.

      “Good. I’ll not be the first inhospitable Sylgiz to ever breathe. Sorry for my dishevelment. I had a lot of date wine. I’d offer you some, but we stole it from the Abyads, so I doubt you’d find it enjoyable.”

      “There has to be a better way,” she said in Sirmian.

      “A better way? For what?” I replied in Sylgiz.

      She spread her arms wide. “Everything you and him are doing to each other.”

      It took a moment for my dizzy mind to grasp what she was talking about. “If you figure one out, do let me know.” I snuggled deeper into my pillow.

      “Don’t you ever feel guilty?”

      “I used to, all the time. Less so, lately.”

      “Why?”

      “It got boring. Kind of like you.” I sighed, disappointed by my childish rudeness. “Are all you Sirmians so dour?”

      It was wrong of me to insult her. I was her captor, so what did I expect? I wasn’t cheerful after the Jotrids captured and brought me to the Sand Palace. Took years for me to smile again.

      Sadie kept silent, her head between her knees.

      “You’re a shah’s daughter,” I said. “I’m sure your father has killed a lot of people. Some deserving, some undeserving. Is that not so?”

      “It is so.”

      “But you don’t judge him for it.”

      “I do.”

      Ugh. What did Kevah see in someone so sanctimonious and inflexible? And what did Sadie see in someone so dogmatic and unthinking? They were a worse coupling than Pashang and me.

      “You don’t understand a thing.” I snickered. “When you’re looking down at the world from a palace balcony, you are both Lat and Ahriyya, in one. Your decisions will make some people love you, and others despise you. You have to pick and choose. There’s only so much food grown in the fields, gold mined in the mountains, trade routes to exploit, or river-fed land to farm. Who gets it? They will love you. Who is deprived of it? They will hate you. Inevitably, those who hate you will find someone to take your place. Someone to carry their hopes of one day getting all those lovely things you gave to someone else. And they will come for your head — if you let them. Better to strike first and decisively, so that they can’t.”

      I was sobering up, now. Bitter realities flooded my mind. I wished I had another pitcher of date wine to drown them out.

      “Your tongue sure has to work hard to justify what your hand is doing,” Sadie said. “Proves my point for me.”

      “Are you too simple-minded to grasp a complex argument? Look at Tamaz. He let his brother run Merva like a fief. He should’ve executed him, instead. Your father killed his own brother, right?”

      I waited for Sadie to at least nod her head, but she just kept it there, between her high knees.

      “You Sirmians might be a boring, self-serious folk, but you have the right of it when it comes to successions. It might seem cruel to kill your own brother and his family, but the alternative is so much worse. The alternative is tens of thousands of people dying in every city across the realm, from starvation, disease, and war. Better one family suffer than thousands.”

      She’d gotten me all juiced up, and yet offered no counter. It made my blood simmer.

      “Say something, Sadie. Have you never watched two Philosophers go at it? If you want me to consider your viewpoint, at least provide a riposte.”

      She looked up at me with such a dismal glare. “I don’t have one. All I have is my conscience. And it tells me that what you’re doing is wrong.”

      Conscience… I had one of those, once. It died the same day Lat had. Seeing all those gholam explode into blood — seeing Lat herself explode into blood — it had been too much for my conscience to bear. Now all I had was my shame, but it was more of a blunt pain than a sharp one.

      Perhaps I would’ve been willing to try to be good had Eshe forgiven me. But he judged me instead.

      “FIRE!”

      The call came from outside.

      Fire was frightfully dangerous in a sea of yurts amid an oasis. I grabbed my staff and pushed to my feet.

      “FIRE! FIRE!”

      I gestured to Sadie. “We should go outside. See what all this is about.”

      I hobbled out of my yurt, far more sober than when I’d hobbled in. Already, a throng of Jotrids and Sylgiz had amassed. They all stared at what was blazing: a single yurt.

      Mother’s yurt.

      “Amma!” I hobbled through the throng to the front. As I did, the heat bathed my face. At some point, I dropped my staff and ran as fast as I could, barely feeling the pain in my back.

      When the fire was almost close enough to sear me, someone grabbed my arm.

      “You can’t!” It was Pashang.

      He pulled me back and away. Big men hauling sacks filled with sand and water ran by us and tossed the contents onto the yurt.

      But it made no difference.

      “Help!” Mother’s shrill cry sounded from within. “Lat help me!”

      “Amma!”

      More men ran by with sacks of sand and water. But no matter how many they emptied, the fire would not stop.

      And then Mother screamed. Screamed with burning breaths.

      I took Pashang’s hand. Grabbed it as firmly as I could. Then I pulled down my eyepatch.

      “Please save Amma.”

      But the stars would not appear.

      I turned to Pashang. “Pray!”

      “I am praying!”

      I squeezed his hand. Squeezed so hard, he grunted from the pain.

      “Please, Hawwa. Help us!” I cried.

      “Help us, Hawwa,” Pashang said. “Save Auntie Hafsa!”

      And yet, I could not see stars. They were hiding somewhere around me. They would not show themselves.

      All the while, the screaming got shriller. The fire brighter. The smoke… there was no smoke.

      We stood next to the fire, and yet could breathe just fine. Why was there no smoke?

      Mother’s shrill cries turned to whimpers. And then there was silence, save for the cadence of burning.

      The world paused. Froze. Nothing moved except me and my terrified heart. Why was this happening? What could ever justify such cruelty?

      Mother stumbled out of her yurt. I rushed toward her. We were the only two unfrozen souls upon this earth.

      She fell onto the sand. Burns covered her body like the crisped edges of a seared kebab. Her eyes melted and poured out of her sockets. Still, she grabbed my hand and whispered with a dead throat, “Pray.”

      I took her charred hand. Ignored the pain from the heat. “Yes. We must pray for you, Amma.”

      “No. I gave my own daughter to my enemy. For that, I deserve far worse than this. You must pray for yourself, Cyra.”

      I shook my head. “I cannot let you die.”

      “Forget about me. You’ll find love. Don’t doubt yourself.”

      Please save my mother! But stars did not shimmer in front of me.

      “Pray for yourself,” Amma said. “For your ascendence and glory and love. If I am meant to be with you on that path, then I will survive this. Do you trust me, my daughter?”

      “Of course I trust you.”

      “Then pray.”

      I nodded and prayed.

      Mother moved her head in a strange pattern, as if staring at stars around her.

      I gasped. Had she always been able to do this? Had she been a starwriter, all this time?

      I closed my eyes and beheld a furious, white star. It was no larger than Qandbajar, yet contained within it the power of a thousand worlds. The Morning Star hummed and hymned, growing brighter and dimmer, larger and smaller. As it throbbed this way, letters blazed green upon its surface. Each had so many sides and points. Each transformed so many times per second. In this way, it wrote a new truth upon the book of existence.

      When I opened my eyes, Mother’s sockets had emptied, her eyeballs now puddles on the sand. I squeezed her blackened hand, and it became mush, like the warm pumpkin I’d scooped for breakfast. I inhaled the smoke steaming off her body.

      Then every bone and muscle in me shrieked, as if I were coming undone at the seams. I threw up all over myself, my head spinning until it went dark.
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      Scuffs covered Kato’s golden armor. A wooden base formed his matchlock, with metal accents and ornate etchings adorning the barrel. Paramic verses wrapped around the golden guard of his scimitar, the grip beneath spun with gold thread.

      I studied his weapons carefully because they might be what killed me — if this plan went wrong. Kyars, Abu, and six other gholam stood at the mouth of this unfamiliar cave, along with a man wearing a flowing black caftan and turban. An ominous shade of red dye immersed his beard.

      “Elder Disciple Zayd will guide us,” Abu translated for Kyars.

      “Guide us in there?” I pointed to the cave mouth, which was one of many on the northwestern edge of the city, just beyond the domes of the spice bazaar.

      “The northern passage goes through this cave,” Kyars said. “Those who don’t know the way, get lost and die.”

      Click. I flinched as Kato played with his matchlock’s trigger.

      “You’re jumpy for an imperator.” He grinned, teeth bright amid the blood fog. “Here’s how it’s going to go. There are eight of us righteous believers in Lat, and four of you infidel angel worshippers. Once we get through, you’re to return and wait six hours. After that, you’re welcome to guide the rest of your army through — if you remember the way.”

      I nodded. “That’s acceptable. Henceforth, all Latians in Zelthuriya are under my protection, and shall not be harmed.”

      Kyars blew into a silk kerchief. I could hear the blood gush out of his nose.

      “Don’t know how you tolerated this,” he said. “Could anything be more cursed than this oppressive fog?”

      “You should have seen Himyar.” Kato chuckled. He was in an awfully good mood; ought I to be worried?

      “What happened in Himyar?” I asked.

      Kato waved his arms, stirring the fog. “This.”

      Elder Disciple Zayd, clad in a black robe and turban, was the first to step into the cave mouth. He raised his hands above his long, dyed beard and recited a prayer, then disappeared into the darkness beyond the fog.

      Three of the gholam with us each held lanterns. Little good it seemed to do; I could barely see the light once they’d walked into the dark.

      I’d chosen two men known to have experience exploring caves to accompany me. Both were young and sharp of mind. To my left was Evander, an archer who could shoot a fig off your head from fifty feet. He was born in a hamlet outside of Deimos… or Demoskar, as it was now known. To my left stood Myron, a centurion who lived near the hippodrome of my native Kostany.

      Kato gestured for us to enter. He stayed behind us with three gholam, their scimitars unsheathed and ready should we prove treacherous.

      Abu had to duck to enter the cave. We followed. The blood fog did not ease in the darkness, and I could scarcely see the lantern light.

      “Follow my voice,” Abu translated for Elder Disciple Zayd. “It is not a treacherous path. Even an old man like me can make it. But you must not take a wrong turn. Follow my recitations.”

      The Elder Disciple hymned in a somber, yet saintly voice. Paramic could be beautiful, that much was obvious. We followed.

      The lanterns burned like dim stars in the red fog. I watched my feet, careful not to step on something sharp jutting out of the bumpy ground. The air was cooler and drier than outside, and our footsteps echoed. It smelled musty and damp, as a proper cave should.

      The journey seemed easy enough. We stayed close behind Abu, who was close behind the gholam guarding Kyars, who was just behind the hymning Elder Disciple. Kato and the three gholam with him hugged up behind us.

      I could not see any cave walls in the thickening fog. The ground turned colder and muddier, and a distant drip-drip echoed as if in my ear.

      Myron’s hands shook — he seemed both cold and nervous. I couldn’t recall if he had a wife or children, but I remembered that he loved chariot racing.

      “You betting on the Greens or Blues this year?” I asked.

      He looked at me with a nostalgic smile. “Greens. Or at least, I would have.”

      “I’ve been a Green my whole life.” I grinned — it always pleased me to find a fellow Green. “Were you at the track two years ago when Kento Solari closed that thirty-yard gap with seconds to go?”

      “Afraid not, Lord Imperator. I was on the farm. But I celebrated the next day, once I’d heard.”

      “I thought you lived near the hippodrome.”

      “We couldn’t afford to stay. The area got a lot… well, nicer.”

      “Oh.” I scratched my head. “I do remember one of my counselors planning some reconstruction there. We had to raise taxes.”

      He bit his lip. “Our farm is… was quite lovely. Not even a day’s ride to the Mavros.”

      “I’ve an estate overlooking the Mavros.” It was now called the Siyah Sea. “Wish you could’ve visited.” I turned to Evander, who seemed more stalwart about this whole thing. “What about you? Green or Blue?”

      “We don’t have chariot racing in Deimos, Lord Imperator. Wrestling is our thing.”

      “A fine sport,” I said. “Can’t say I was very good at it. Never liked the intimacy.”

      “You mean you don’t like other men rubbing their sweaty bodies against you?” Evander chuckled.

      We all enjoyed a laugh. Kato snarled and grunted, as if he were the subject of our joke.

      “You boys married?” I asked.

      They both nodded.

      “Children?”

      They nodded again. If only we’d brought our wives and children with us into the Zelthuriyan Desert so they could be our comforts, though given the horrors of the blood fog, perhaps it was best we didn’t. We’d left them in Qandbajar. I’d turned it into a garrison city, intending it to be the capital of the eastern half of my empire.

      Thinking about all that almost made me believe we could return to our lands, wives, and children. But time had turned them all to dust.

      The hymning of the Elder Disciple ceased. The drip-drip-drip stopped. A gust of icy air wailed by us, and the blood fog thickened and reddened.

      And then a shout sounded.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      I pushed forward through the gholam until I reached Shah Kyars, who was with the Elder Disciple. Both stared through a thin layer of fog at a wall, their eyes wide with horror.

      Imprinted upon the wall was the face of a man. The eyes within the face moved, obviously beholding us. The thing’s mouth was spread wide, as if in a pained smile. The longer I looked, the more I recognized him. How detailed the sculpting, as if it truly were alive.

      My heart sank with a horrified sorrow.

      “Doran?” I said.

      “Lord Father,” the stone man replied with my son’s voice.

      I stepped closer as my son’s features came clearer into view.

      “Stay back, Imperator Basil!” Abu cried.

      I did not listen. I stepped toward my son. The stone wall encased his body. His face, knees, and elbows jutted out, though they, too, were formed of smooth, gray clay.

      “Doran, we must get you out of here.”

      “No, Lord Father. You must run back. There are angels just beyond. Hungry angels.”

      “What are you saying, Doran? What has happened to you?”

      I reached to touch his stone cheek.

      “Do not touch me!”

      I recoiled my hand. The driest tears bled from his eyes, as if made of hard paint.

      “Heed my warning,” he said. “The Fallen Angels can read your heart. They will not allow you to leave the Realm of the Angels if you do not intend to return. Do you understand? If you carry in your heart the intention to leave Zelthuriya, they will do worse than kill you. They will devour you, and you will join the souls that enliven them. Now turn back. Turn back!”

      Why was he trying to convince me to stay in this accursed city? Why would Doran do that to his own father?

      “If it’s really you, Doran, then tell me what I told you on your fourteenth dawning.”

      “You told me that my real mother worked in the kitchens.” A stone fell out of his mouth. “That my real father had raped her and run away. That your real son had died in childbirth, and because I was born on the same day, you and Mother took me in his place.”

      I’d lied to all of Crucis to bolster my claim. And even though Doran was not my blood, I loved him more than any of my trueborn children.

      “I cannot leave you like this, my sweet son.”

      “I am already dead, Lord Father. And I am destined to die a thousand more deaths, each worse than this. I am beyond saving. But you are not. Do not make my endless torment meaningless. Turn back and save yourselves!”

      How could it be so? Why were the Fallen Angels torturing him? What had he done to deserve this? Was it as Saurva said — was he being punished for the sins of his father?

      Kato marched forward, beheld my son encased within the stone wall, and shouted what was obviously a curse.

      He said something to the Elder Disciple, who said something back. Abu was so transfixed by the sight of the talking stone man, that he forgot to translate.

      I nudged him. “What are they saying, Abu?”

      “The Elder Disciple says your… son… is blocking the way. That stone wall is not supposed to be there. Kato wants to blow it up with a bomb.”

      I grabbed Kato’s shoulder plate. “You will not harm him!”

      “He is in the way!” Kato snarled.

      “He’s trying to help us,” I said. “He says there are Fallen Angels beyond here. If we go forward, they will attack us. They will deliver to us fates far worse than death.”

      Kyars stood between us. “Stop, Kato. The entire cave could fall on us if we use a bomb. We must turn back for now.”

      “Lord Father…” Doran said in his wheezy stone voice.

      “Yes, my son?” I could not fight the tears. “My son… how can I give you peace?”

      “There is no peace for me. Go, now.”

      A shrill hymn sounded from above. I stared up. Twelve lights glowed somewhere deep in the fog, twinkling like stars. Around the twelve lights writhed a storm of snake-like limbs.

      “Run!” Doran shouted. “Go before it comes!”

      A tentacle lashed forward. It struck Evander in the chest plate. He turned to stone, his face stuck in agony. Then the stone cracked, and blood gushed out of the holes.

      Discordant hymns filled my ears. The blood fog thinned as lashing tentacles displaced it. A flower-covered tentacle impacted against a gholam’s leg armor. He turned into a mass of wriggling flowers, each one bleeding, worms spilling out of the buds.

      “Fucking run!” Abu shouted.

      Kyars screamed for our formation to reverse, and the Elder Disciple ran back to lead us the way we had come. I gave Doran a pitying look as Myron desperately pulled me away from the raging Fallen Angel. All I could do was pray for Doran with what little faith remained in my heart.

    

  







            23

          

          

      

    

    







KEVAH

        

      

    

    
      The desert shrubs burned with smokeless fire amid the darkness of night, heat kissing my skin enough to make me sweat.

      “It is done,” the Efreet named Zaban said, its voice like an ancient and oppressive smoke.

      “Pashang and the mother?”

      “The mother, alone.”

      “Why not Pashang as well?”

      Zaban’s face appeared in the burning bush. All I could make out were her slit-like eyes and hooked nose. “He was with an Abyad slave girl. More than one. You instructed me not to harm any of them.” As the fire crackled, the jinn’s form flickered and twisted, blistering hues of orange and red intertwining.

      I yearned to burn every Jotrid and Sylgiz. Cleanse the earth of their scourge. “Go back and scorch him. If one or two Abyads die, it’s a worthy sacrifice.”

      “It will have to wait until tomorrow. My ability to affect this plane is limited.”

      “Limited?” I grunted in annoyance. “By what?”

      “By things you do not understand. Fire requires fuel, and as ours is smokeless, its fuel is not of this world.”

      Why did power always have conditions? Why could it not simply do what I wanted?

      Kinn glided down from the moonlit sky. “Wait!”

      “What is it, Kinn?”

      He fluttered in the air above my head, colorful feathers flying off him. “I found Sadie.” Why did he look so sad, then?

      “And?”

      “Cyra has her.”

      My eyes went dry. My heart sank into thorns. A total dread poured through me. Cyra would take revenge. She would hurt or kill Sadie.

      Or worse.

      I stared into the Efreet’s ethereal, living flame and realized that Sadie had been right about everything. She’d refused to shut her eyes and ears, whilst I clung to false comforts. Had my willful blindness led to this?

      Were I to order the burnings of Pashang, Celene, Gokberk, Wafiq, and the rest, I would be sacrificing Sadie, knowingly. Or perhaps I’d already sacrificed her by burning Cyra’s mother.

      “Does Pashang burn tomorrow?” the mesmerizing bushfire asked, its snapping flames pulsing blue. It smelled like a scorched ruin.

      “No. We must… observe, for now.”

      “We are not watchers. Do not confuse us with the Jann. All things on heaven and earth are burning, burned, or yet to burn.”

      “Then do nothing.”

      If burning was all it could do, then I’d need earthly help. I turned away from the living flame and gazed at the city of Dorud. The waters of its harbor sparkled in the moon’s pallid glow. The green granite that composed many buildings, all perched upon its rolling, uneven hills, glimmered a dark emerald. Its domes were the yellow of unpolished gold, and its many towers stood thin like sticks of incense.

      The wall, though, was red and rigid and rose out of the sand at a forward angle, as if it were leaning toward whoever would siege it. An unusual design, but it made the walls impossible to scale with ladders. And atop the walls waited the golden gholam, who patrolled every inch, night and day.

      Barkam had, wisely, chosen a fortified seat for his power. And come morning, I hoped to meet the man.

      

      I met Hurran and Ruhi at the Abyad camp, first. What was once a garden was now filled with rows and columns of tents, desperate Abyads flowing between them, all amid palms and tulips and waterways. It smelled like flowers and blood and shit.

      In one tent, Ruhi sat with an old sheikh. The man had dyed his beard black. A big boil stuck out beneath his left eye. He trembled a lot.

      “My sons and grandsons were all slain in the retreat,” he said. “Despite that sacrifice, my daughters and granddaughters did not evade capture. They are now slaves.”

      I could not burn the whole Sylgiz-Jotrid camp, as much as I wanted to. Too many enslaved Abyads would die in the fire, not just one or two. But it was Sadie I truly worried for.

      Ruhi handed the sheikh a fuzzy waterskin filled with camel milk. The man took a hoarse sip, then handed it back.

      Hurran stood with his arms folded and gaze low. “Do you have any fighting men? You’re the sheikh. If you ask your tribe to arm…”

      “I will,” the sheikh said. “It is all we can do. But who will train them?”

      “There are plenty of gholam trainers in this city,” Hurran said. “I could also send over khazis from Merva. By the way, has Barkam granted you an audience?”

      The old sheikh shook his head. “Some vizier attends to us. Says he relays our needs to Barkam and Prince Faris.” He coughed. “I cannot complain too much. They have given us space within the wall, food and drink, and even healers.”

      “We’ll speak to Barkam today,” I said. “If you’ve any needs, tell us.”

      “Needs.” The man closed his eyes. “I will not burden you with those.”

      “It is no trouble, Sheikh.” Ruhi took his callused hand. “We must do all we can for each other.”

      The sheikh sighed bitterly. When he opened his eyes, I beheld the glassy stare of a hopeless man. Misery, dread, and utter agony stirred like clouds obscuring his pupils, which were set above such pockmarked cheeks.

      “Please don’t do anything for me.” It was hard to watch an old man cry. To hear that miserable quaver in his voice. That could have been my father. “I would rather go to Lat than stay upon this dreaded earth.”

      He didn’t want to hold on to hope. He wanted to let go of the chance that he’d see his daughters and granddaughters. It was easier that way. But there was a chance he would see them again. There was always a chance if they still breathed.

      I had to believe that, too.

      

      The locals called it the Emerald Palace, though the same green granite formed most buildings in the city. The typical gardens, waterways, and palms surrounded the sprawling estate. I spotted three monkeys in the forest; they must’ve been brought here from Kashan, and seemed chipper enough swinging amid the palms whilst brandishing branches laden with dates.

      Fresh frescoes covered the antechamber walls, each depicting the saints and their miracles. One was of a woman with curly hair standing on a mountain and pointing at a falling star. The golden Paramic calligraphy beneath read, “Saint Sumaya summoning a meteor of gold.” The meteor sported an entwining, red and yellow tail — a stunning, though somewhat unsettling depiction, given what I knew about starwriting.

      Within the banquet hall, a different sort of fresco covered the narrower wall: a nude woman with big breasts, her mouth around a cock, while another man took her from behind. A similar fresco adorned the wider wall, featuring all sorts of lewd positions, many which seemed impractical at best, and impossible at worst.

      Barkam and Prince Faris strode in, surrounded by gholam. They took their seats at the floor table. Scantily clad slave girls, their breasts almost popping out of low-cut caftans, supplied the table with copious fruits: fur-covered pears, pink apples, and orange grapes. No dates. Once Hurran, Ruhi, and I took our seats on the silk floor cushions, the slave girls served us huge, ruby-studded cups of honeyed rosewater.

      Barkam was bald, like Ebra, but quite full in body and endowed with a rather envious mustache. He had an almost common look to him, if not for the golden brocade he wore, covered in the simurgh sigil of Alanya.

      Prince Faris resembled a younger Kyars, though his hair was lighter and jaw firmer. A handsome boy, despite being oddly thin, and he sported appropriate princely attire, pointy shoes and all.

      “I have been dreaming to meet you,” Barkam said. His voice carried. You couldn’t be Grand Vizier without that kind of soaring, though supple voice. “When we heard a new magus had come to Zelthuriya, I asked Shah Tamaz — may Lat’s peace be upon him — if I could make the journey. But it was also around this time when Crucian pirates raided our eastern coast, you see, and so I had my hands full.” He tap-tapped on the table. “By the way, that’s a fine set of armor. Do you always wear it to lunch?”

      My black armor encased me, except for my helmet, which I’d hung on my belt next to Black Rose. I would not leave any of it lying around for someone to steal.

      “I do, yes.” I preferred the simple answer to the complicated one. “Grand Vizier Barkam, we have much to talk about, much to decide, and little time to do it. I am a janissary, so you’ll excuse me if I lack for pleasantries.”

      “I’ve met many pleasant janissaries.” Barkam smiled with a genuine rosiness. “Grand Vizier Ebra, for one. A most effective man. The two of us restarted Sirmian and Alanyan trade after decades of closed routes and bad blood. It’s made both our kingdoms richer.”

      “And fatter for the slaughter.” I returned his smile. “You know, I’ve come to appreciate Ebra… more than I used to, at least. He said something rather wise last we met — ‘no permanent enemies and no permanent friends.’ Do you believe in that, Grand Vizier?”

      “No.” Barkam did not hesitate. “’No permanent enemies’ — that half is true. But I do believe in permanent friendships. If I didn’t, life would be a bitter thing indeed. So to lessen the bitterness we’ve all tasted too much of, I would like to forge a friendship with you. Only time will tell if it will be permanent.”

      I leaned my ear close to Ruhi’s lips.

      “The breeze flits across his face in harmony,” she whispered. “I see no ill intent written there.”

      “What about Shah Kyars.” I kept my eyes on Barkam. “Is he a permanent friend?”

      Barkam leaned forward. “It is unwise for a man to reveal all his secrets. And yet, on your side of the table, you’ve assembled a motley retinue. A Disciple, who are known to read the truth and falsehood in words and deeds, and the eldest of Mansur, a man who directly challenged Shah Kyars.”

      “I don’t agree with what my father did,” Hurran said. “I’m here to help the Abyads. To help Alanya. I’m not wanting for position.”

      Ruhi glared at Hurran with a worried expression. She leaned close to my ear and said, “He’s lying.”

      So someone on our own side was lying. I hoped it was a convincing lie, at least.

      “That’s good to hear, Hurran.” Barkam stirred the honey in his crystal goblet, causing a clanging sound to reverberate across the room. “But you were an abettor of the Shah of Kashan once, were you not?”

      Hurran shook his head with some vigor. “’Abettor?’ That’s a strong word. I did him a favor. I did my family and the city of Merva a favor. I regret it, but I just wanted to save us all from Babur’s wrath.”

      “You don’t sound like you regret it,” Barkam said. “Not that it matters.”

      I cleared my throat. “We are lingering too much on the past. Let’s now look with soberness at the present. We have a problem — one I’m tired of fighting alone. Grand Vizier, is it not your foremost duty to serve Alanya and its shah?”

      “Undoubtedly. I am serving by keeping the western half of the kingdom together. And by keeping Prince Faris safe — should anything happen to Kyars, Lat forbid. Is that not a duty, too?”

      “Not enough.” I gave him an earnest shake of the head. “The Jotrids and Sylgiz will come for your half of Alanya, should they be allowed to grow in strength. Yet here you sit, amid your sordid frescoes and shameless slave girls, whilst the enemy spreads calamity throughout the land. Your passivity enables their tyranny.”

      “I’ve closed the trade routes to their kind. They have no coastal access. No passage to the west or east. What else can I do? I don’t have an army. All I have are garrisons. If I send those garrisons off to fight, who will defend these beautiful cities?”

      Ruhi whispered, “I can hardly believe it. He’s sincere.”

      Even so, with his wealth, Barkam could hire ten thousand mercenaries within a moon. That he had not done so meant he wanted to seem unthreatening. He preferred to let others fight it out while he bided his time.

      “You know who does have an army…” Barkam raised his goblet toward Hurran. “Your family. How many Kashanese mercenaries do you have on payroll? Or has Merva gone bankrupt in these trying times?”

      “Unfortunately, despite being the eldest, I am not the head of my family.” Hurran snickered. “I cannot act in any capacity as a representative of my family, either. Shakur disallowed it — given my poor reputation.”

      “Thoroughly unfortunate.” Barkam took a heavy sip. “Truly. It’s almost as if you’ve come to the wrong city. You should go to Merva and appeal to Shakur if it’s an army you want.”

      “Even we don’t have enough on payroll,” Hurran said. “Ten thousand is quite meager when there are — what — forty thousand or so Jotrids and Sylgiz? And how many Crucians?”

      “Forty thousand Jotrids and Sylgiz will have their way with the land.” Barkam nodded. “But thankfully, they do not have bombards. They do not have ships. Even were they to siege Dorud, I could keep it supplied by sea. My garrison, who number one thousand, could hold them off for a good while. So you see why it’s important we fortify ourselves. We are playing a game of survival, not reconquest.” Barkam chuckled — a hazy sound. “If only we could summon blood clouds with armies in them. But such horrors are exclusive to the Crucians and the abominations they bow before.”

      “He has two thousand in his garrison,” Ruhi whispered. “But the rest is true.”

      In the most forgiving interpretation, Barkam was a cautious man. And I knew not to count on cautious men to reverse the tides of war. He’d made himself appear weak so we would not ask for much. But Barkam did have ships — the harbor was full of barques and fustas and even Sargosan galleons, which had that hideous jellyfish angel on their banners. We could load ships with bombards and send them upriver toward Qandbajar. We didn’t need a massive army to reverse our fortunes. A bold strategy and clever tactics could go far. Was there a willing mind among them, though?

      “Prince Faris,” I said, turning my attention to the young man. “You’ve been listening in silence. What is your opinion?”

      He was carving a fleshy pear with a knife. He swallowed the piece he’d been chewing, put the knife down, and wiped his mouth with a gold kerchief. “Cyra was always kind to me and everyone. She was family. I think there is some enormous misunderstanding here.”

      Ah, a peacemaker. I regretted asking. “Cyra forged the alliance that seized your home. What misunderstanding could there be?”

      “Because we threw her out of that home. We blamed her for my father’s murder, when it is now known by all that Zedra did it with her soulshifting sorcery. Khizr Khaz made this quite clear, and even attested that Zedra’s son was not of Kyars’ seed. Against so much falsehood, Cyra must have felt she had no choice.”

      Part of that was true, yes. But with her back against the wall, she’d turned to the Dreamer, and I feared no amount of coercion would get her to turn back.

      “I agree, Your Highness.” I bowed my head to him. “You have a kind heart. I hope you don’t lose it. But I also hope you don’t allow your enemies to take advantage of it. Cyra had every chance to make peace. She’s chosen to end your dynasty instead.”

      “Not true.” As soon as Prince Faris said the words, Barkam put his hand on the boy’s arm, as if to restrain his speech.

      Prince Faris closed his mouth and gazed at his fuzzy pear.

      Ruhi came to my ear. “They’re both hiding something.” That much was obvious.

      “I would hear the young prince speak plain,” I said.

      Barkam glanced at me, sweat on his brow. “Allow me to tell it, then. The Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance has reached out to us. They’ve invited us back to Qandbajar.”

      “Why would they do that?” I asked.

      Faris put his hand on Barkam’s arm to silence him and said, “Jotrids and Sylgiz are butchering each other, as well as the citizens in the street. They want to show the people a unifying sight — me. And they want Grand Vizier Barkam to fix things that they are clueless about, like the dam flooding the lower districts.”

      “But you would never agree?” Hurran leaned forward. “You would never even consider it, right?”

      “But I did consider it.” Faris coughed and wheezed. I knew that pained sound. Poor boy had asthma. Explained why he’d remained so thin compared to Kyars. “I considered it because what truly matters is the wellness of Alanya and her people. If we cannot defeat the Jotrids and Sylgiz, then we must help them make Alanya better.”

      “That is weakness, Your Highness.” I had to keep bitterness from drenching my tone. “They defiled our saints. There is no negotiating with them.”

      “And what did we do to them?” Faris questioned. “We tortured those who prayed to Lat through the Children. We burned their books. We revered the very saint-kings who murdered their holy men and women. How can we claim to be better?”

      He might be right, but it didn’t matter. Winning mattered. The winner could tell it however they wanted. They would be the just party, as far as the history they would write was concerned.

      “So you mean to compromise with Cyra?” I asked. “Is that your path?”

      Barkam sighed. “I have advised Prince Faris that it is unwise to humor her too much. But alas, he wants to give his childhood friend a chance. And as I am his servant, I must be willing to hear her out.”

      So there was the possibility that Cyra could reinforce her hold, maybe even restart trade, if she coaxed her childhood friend into it. Worse than that, if she made common cause with Prince Faris, then Seluqal rule would truly end. The weary people of Alanya would embrace the arrangement, and Kyars would have to die to cement it.

      I glared at the boy. He had olive eyes, softer than the granite of this city. The rest of his features were also peacefully Vograsian. Not a war-like people at all.

      “Do you know who I am, Prince Faris?” I stood and unsheathed my sword. The gholam came running at the sound of metal on scabbard.

      “What are you doing?” Hurran said in a loud whisper as I put my helmet on.

      Ruhi whimpered at the beat of gholam bootsteps on marble. Soon, a dozen gold-armored guards pointed their matchlocks at us.

      “I could slaughter everyone in this room,” I said. “Then I could order the Efreet to burn Dorud to a fine powder. Did you know that, Prince?”

      A gholam pulled him off his floor pillow. Another one pulled up Barkam. Then the gholam got in formation, their matchlocks raised. Now a wall of gold separated us from our hosts.

      “I’m not actually going to do it.” I chuckled. What good was this power if I could not threaten weak ingrates? “I’m not going to hurt anyone. Well… not at the moment.”

      “Lat has granted you much power, yes.” Barkam’s voice boomed from behind the golden wall. “But if you mean to use it for tyranny, to bend all to your will by threat and force, then how are you any better than what you claim to fight?”

      “I’m better than them because I’m fighting for the side of the righteous. It’s as simple as that. If you’re not on that side, then you’re on the side of the wicked. And I’m going to eradicate the side of the wicked. But I’m also going to give everyone a choice. Next time we meet, my black sword and my Efreet would only be too glad to hear what path you’ve chosen.”

      I got up and walked by the gholam toward the door. Hurran and Ruhi followed in haste.

      

      “I don’t understand why you did that!” an incensed Ruhi shouted once we’d returned to our tent within the Abyad camp. “You’ve endangered the Abyad refugees!”

      “I endangered them? Did you not hear how Prince Faris was willing to side with Cyra? Do you think he wouldn’t toss your people into the ditch if his childhood friend asked nicely?”

      “I never took you for such a brute, Kevah.”

      “Aye, I’m a brute. You want a brute on your side when a horde from the Waste comes to annihilate your people. You want all the brutes you can get. Because brutes win wars.”

      Ruhi made a fist. “An intelligent brute… not a foolish one!”

      “Intelligence is careful. It is crafted with time and patience. We don’t have these luxuries to spend. We have to act, for fuck’s sake!”

      Hurran paced between the floor cushions at the sides of the tent. “Kevah is right, as much as I hate to say it. It’s all well and good drinking rosewater in a gilded room. It’s all fun and games making polite, layered conversation. But at the end of the day, blood is going to flow. Better theirs than ours.”

      “I don’t disagree with that,” Ruhi said. “I just… I was so hopeful we could convince Barkam. But now… now there’s no chance of that. Now we’re forcing him to take a side. And I fear he’ll take the wrong one.”

      “Then let him,” I said. “Another body for the fire.”

      “I have an idea.” Hurran took a big breath. “Let’s fly to Merva.”

      I gave him my heartiest snicker. “Don’t make me sit in a room with your brother and sister. Please. I’ve had enough of cowards.”

      “I don’t want you to sit in a room with them. I want you to stick your sword through their soft bellies.”

      Ruhi’s unveiled face turned to utter shock. “Murder them… for what cause?”

      “He wants to become Governor of Merva.” I laughed at the boldness. “Then he’ll command those mirror-armored Kashanese mercenaries, and we’ll have ten thousand more fighting men than we do now.”

      “But killing…” Ruhi shook her head. “What crime did they commit? Where is the judge to convict them of said crime? To order the execution? How can we act so outside the bounds of our faith when we’re the ones claiming to be its defenders?”

      She sounded so much like Sadie now. Almost sickeningly so. Perhaps that was why I liked her. She was a lot like Sadie, except she had faith and Sadie didn’t.

      “Ruhi, do you want to defeat Cyra, or do you want to cling to rules?” I said. “Because we can’t do both. Let me tell you, as a man of war, it’s impossible. If you want to win, you will do things that are far outside the bounds. There is no other way. War is a game of savagery, and the more you limit your actions because of one law or another, the more paths to victory you close.”

      “Then what makes us different?” Ruhi asked. “Would you pray to the Blood Star, even?”

      I had to think about that one. Surely that was the one line I couldn’t cross. That was what made Cyra different. She prayed to these evil things while we would never.

      “We are worshippers of Lat,” I said, aware that Lat was dead. “If that ever changes, then we are no longer fighting for what we’re fighting for. It’s the one thing we cannot divert from, no matter what. It’s what defines us.”

      “And our actions don’t matter?”

      “They don’t matter.” I hesitated, then put my hand on her shoulder. She didn’t recoil in disgust, which reassured me. “Ruhi, you have a choice as well. Do you want to see this through? You could stay here, instead. Focus on helping your people. I treasure your aid, especially your truth-seeing eyes. But I would never force anything upon you. You’re a… permanent friend… as far as I’m concerned.”

      “No. I will see this through.” Her voice came out determined. “I will help you.”

      Sadie had barely seemed willing to fight whenever righteousness and wickedness mixed like paint colors. So I had to know… “What makes you so resolved, Ruhi?”

      “A man tortured me because he thought the way you did. That man was a Disciple, once, like me. But unlike me, he couldn’t see the breeze that descends from Lat’s throne. He did not have a truth-seeing eye. Maybe if he did, he wouldn’t have made such a mistake. So I’m going to help you, so you don’t make such mistakes, too.”

      I nodded, satisfied by her answer. “If there’s a better way, I’ll hear you out. But right now, I’m the only one fighting. I can’t kill them all with my black sword, as much as I’m trying to.”

      “I know. I want nothing more than to defeat them. I really do. I just don’t want to be unrecognizable once we do it. I have enough of that, each day, when I stare at myself in the water’s reflection — at the bloodrunes obscuring every inch of me. But if I give in… give in completely to my anger… I know I’ll change in ways far worse.”

      Well said. She was a wise woman, and her fanaa had done her much good.

      With everything aired out, it was time to fly to Merva.
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      I did not wish to dwell upon the image of my son stuck in stone. But the more I tried to put it from my mind, the deeper it burrowed. And the deeper it burrowed, the more the despair poisoned me.

      If I could have killed him, I would have. Relieve his suffering and my own. But they chose him to suffer for my sins. The Fallen doubtless intended to use his suffering to control me.

      I could not let them.

      Even in his tortured state, Doran had warned us: the Fallen Angels would not permit us to leave Zelthuriya, even if I killed everyone in Chisti’s shrine to fulfill my bargain with Cyra. The Fallen watched us with their many eyes, upon their many perches, and they could read the intentions of our hearts. If, while walking through the southern or northern passes, we intended to depart Zelthuriya and not return, they would rain upon us torments worse than death.

      A torment that Evander had suffered. The torment of turning into rock, flowers, worms — Archangel knows what else was possible.

      After Shah Kyars and his retinue returned to the shrine, I took several men and traveled to the southern pass. I held a clear intention in my heart: I would speak with Cyra and return, the important part being return. The Fallen already must’ve known that I’d never abandon my army, and neither would the men with me.

      We would all leave Zelthuriya one day, or none of us would ever leave. No one would be sacrificed for the Fallen Angels’ schemes. No one.

      Except for the deserters now littering the southern pass, their bloodless bodies bloated with water — further proof of Doran’s warning. I despised them for abandoning their brothers. But could I blame anyone for fleeing the terrors of the blood fog?

      A castle resting upon spider legs hung in the sky. A huge starfish covered in grass walked about with the help of translucent human arms.

      But what bothered me most was the massive head of a smiling child. Octopus tentacles shot down from where its neck should be. It hovered above us, always staring with its rotating pupils, always reading our hearts.

      After dwelling upon it for too long — to the extent that strange hymns sounded from the unfathomable reaches of the sky — I decided it was unwise to look beyond my own feet.

      By the time I arrived at Cyra’s camp, I must’ve felt the despair of those deserters. I wanted to be done with these abominations, and to go anywhere else but back into the fog. Yohan had run out of hymns, repeating the same one from the Chapter of Marot to protect us against the arcane.

      We are only a trial, so do not disbelieve. How terrible the price for which you sold your soul. Beneath Aurora, the bright star of Morning.

      We sat in the big tent. The rosewater had a similar bloody hue to the water in Zelthuriya, so I asked the slave girl for ice water instead.

      Soon enough, the Jotrids and Sylgiz took their floor seats across from us. Cyra seemed rather worn. Heavy bags hung beneath her eyes, as if she hadn’t slept.

      The translator, Nora, now cradled a baby. She unveiled one of her breasts and let it suckle. Watching a young mother feed her child washed my eyes and mind of the images of those abominations. We each had women and children at one time, too. We’d chosen to conquer instead of staying by our hearths with our loved ones, and now paid a terrible price for our greed.

      “You did not come yesterday,” Pashang said.

      “We were making preparations. To leave the city.”

      “Have you captured Shah Kyars?”

      I shook my head. “We won’t give you Shah Kyars.”

      Pashang and Gokberk whispered between each other, going behind Cyra’s back, since she sat between them. Cyra’s stare was vacant, as if nothing I’d said had reached her.

      “That is contrary to our agreement,” Pashang said with anger. “We aided you with the utmost sincerity, and this is your chosen repayment?”

      “I do not wish to be his enemy.”

      “Then do you prefer we be your enemy?” Gokberk growled. “Is that what you want?”

      “If I wanted that, why would I be here?”

      “I thought you were the Opener,” Cyra said in such a tender, broken voice. “I thought you were meant to conquer until the waterfall. Do you think you can do so without making enemies?”

      I glanced at Yohan, a man of true sincerity and humility — rare things for a priest. He, and all the others in my legions, believed I was the Opener. But I’d spun that legend. I’d done it because it was a glorious story with which to drape myself. And for a time, I’d believed it, too. Seven hundred years ago, a conquest to the edge of the earth seemed within reach.

      But not now. Not when we’d have to defeat army after army, each with technologies and tactics far beyond ours. No, now it was time to find a home. Our conquests could come later.

      Or perhaps never.

      “I once defeated an army of ten thousand with only six hundred men,” I said. “I had no name at the time. My father made chariots for the powerful in Kostany, so I knew a few influential families. My mother’s whoring at court helped me make a few more connections. Still, six hundred — that’s all their influence bought me. When you’re so few and the enemy so many, you know what each life is worth.” I shook my head with the weight of it all. “If I wanted to give you Shah Kyars, it would cost me tens of thousands of lives. I will not pay that price. I may command legions, but each soul is as precious as those six hundred I started with.”

      Cyra held out her lanky hands. “I’m imagining a map. If you could see it, you’d know that there’s not a single grain of sand for five thousand miles that doesn’t belong to someone with an army. You will never have a home if you’re not willing to fight for it.”

      “Whatever dirt we do fight for, I can guarantee it will not be yours. You’ve been good to us, and I’m sorry we couldn’t live up to our original arrangement. The truth is, we are tired. We are terrified. And most of all, we are sick of blood. We just want...” all the comforts we left behind.

      “I understand,” Cyra said. “I, too, am tired. Nothing is going as I hoped. The price we must pay for our dreams… it is too high. But I can’t just let you and your armies march out of the southern pass into an Alanya already strained by war. Unless…”

      I would not tell her that the Fallen Angels wouldn’t let us walk out. I’d rather she revealed her designs while still believing me to be a threat. “Unless what?”

      “There is a city east of here. I don’t think it’d been built back when you were ravaging around. It’s called Merva. I want you to help me capture it. The Sylgiz and the Jotrids have massive tracts of land just beyond it, but because of this city, we’re cut off from that land. If you help us take Merva, I’ll give you land. I’ll give you a home.”

      A tempting offer. But it wasn’t as simple as Cyra pretended. We could just as easily lose and be destroyed. The forces against her were as determined as she was. “I can’t take sides in your war.”

      “I am sorry, Basil the Breaker, but that’s not an option. You are either on our side, or you are on the enemy’s side. Choose.”

      “I just said I am neutral.”

      “And I just said there’s no such thing. How can I be certain that you won’t strike some deal against me? Alanya is in flames. Those who insist on the false mask of neutrality, I will consider my enemy. And given your insistence, I’m starting to wonder if it’s wise to even let you leave this tent.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. During my time, Latians and Ethosians alike kept the right of hospitality sacred. You could not take anyone captive during a negotiation. Foolish of me to assume that this honorable practice persisted. These were treacherous times, indeed.

      Foolish of me to antagonize her, as well. We still needed her food and water, lest we be forced to sup on blood and flesh. But she seemed unusually uncooperative. Something must’ve happened to her. Some kind of defeat or loss, taken to heart. She was speaking out of a desperate need to cling to her remaining advantages.

      “The Fallen Angels conspire against us, Cyra. They brought me to this time, but only as a jape. You want to know who my enemy is? It’s them. As we sit here, they are torturing my son.” I was revealing too much of my weakness. But how else to make her understand?

      “Perhaps you deserve it,” she said. “Perhaps I deserve it, too. We all deserve what we get. The scales of justice always balance, in the end.”

      A frigid wind blew through the tent flap. A naked woman with azure hair floated through, her feet not touching the ground. I beheld Saurva with a shudder. Just what was she doing here?

      Nora screamed. She shot up from her seat, baby still at her breast, and pointed at the naked, floating woman. Saurva drifted toward the center of the room. Nora hurried out of the flap, her eyes layered in terror.

      So Nora, the translator of all people, could see the unseen. How strange.

      Cyra pulled down her eyepatch, revealing a black orb where I’d expected an abyss. Upon sighting Saurva, she stood and shouted something in Paramic.

      Everyone else got up and flitted out of the tent. I told Yohan and the others with me to do the same. Seconds later, only Cyra and I remained with the Fallen Angel.

      Today, its eyes were white. A look of malice.

      “I gave you both my succor, and you repay it with foolishness.” Somehow, two voices emitted from Saurva’s mouth at the same time — one Paramic and the other Crucian. “Cyra, you will not imprison him.”

      Cyra seemed as shocked as me. What was this arcane black-on-black eye that allowed her to see beyond the veil?

      “You are not my master.” When Cyra spoke, Saurva translated her words into Crucian with no delay. “I’m not going to let him walk out of here so he can take the northern pass with Kyars, free from the consequences of his betrayal.”

      “He will never find a way out from the north.” Saurva giggled. Its echo came from her own mouth, as if she’d giggled in two languages. “The angels will not permit it.”

      “What do you mean?” Cyra asked.

      Saurva turned to face Cyra. The eye in the back of her head opened, so she could watch me, though it remained mostly obscured by her blue hair.

      “You plan and plan, but the Uncreated is the best planner. The only relief from the blood fog is within Chisti’s shrine. Conquer it, like you were meant to.”

      “You are not my master, either.” I grunted with all the frustration I’d been feeling. “I will not attack the shrine. The men and women in there were never our enemies. I am in a sea of Latians, and I will not invite their retribution. Nor will I ever serve your wicked cause.”

      “How is it you can see her?” Cyra asked. “How did you gain the sight of the unseen?”

      I was not about to tell her I’d copulated with a demon.

      “He fucked my mother.” Saurva laughed hysterically. “And don’t let him tell you he didn’t enjoy it.”

      That part was true. When the Fallen Angel asked me what would give me pleasure, I told her about someone I fancied. She shapeshifted to match her, though I had to blindfold her eyes. I did indeed enjoy it. There is something sweet in sinning that no virtuous act can ever compete with. And the greater the sin, the sweeter it is.

      “Joy or not, I gained the imperator’s scepter by it.” I pointed to Cyra’s black eye. “Where did you get that?”

      “She prayed for succor from the void between stars,” Saurva said, “and a star-seeing eye was given. Unlike Lat and the Archangel, my god answers prayers.”

      “Some good it’s done me,” Cyra said. “What’s the benefit of such power if I can’t even save my own mother?” So that was the reason for her grief.

      Saurva hovered closer to Cyra. The eye in the back of her head opened wider, and the icy pupil within rotated.

      “How many words for love are there in Paramic?” Saurva asked.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Cyra replied.

      “Answer the question.”

      “I don’t know. Ten?”

      “There are fourteen. Unfortunately, none applies to Pashang’s feelings for you. No, that word would be lust.”

      “Then why did our prayer work against the gholam in the desert?”

      “He did love you, then. But it was only because of infatuation and curiosity. He never ascended beyond that. No, he got off that staircase when he beheld your true nature.”

      “That can’t be. He said it himself the other night. He said he loved me and still fantasized about me. He clearly cared about me and my needs.”

      “Like I said… lust.”

      Cyra glanced at me, her cheeks red.

      “My first wife did not love me either,” I said, hoping it would help. “Neither did my second. Love is a difficult thing to find… for people like us.”

      “See, you both have so much in common.” Saurva turned to face me. A relief not to have to stare at her third eye, though her first and second weren’t pleasant, either. “You have been placed here to open the Gate. Be grateful that I am telling you. Most humans live and die without knowing their cosmic purpose.”

      “She wants us to bring about the End of Epochs,” I said. “Or the Great Terror, as you Latians call it. Is that what you want, Cyra?”

      Cyra crossed her arms. “Why would I want that?”

      “Now you know why I refuse to attack the shrine. I will not play the role they have set for me.” It concerned me that Saurva was translating things that went against her agenda. Why would she, unless our united obstinance didn’t matter?

      “Just as my god answers prayers, so, too, does she reward her servants,” Saurva said. “No one will escape the End of Epochs and the endless suffering it will bring, except for her servants. And to her servants, she will give eternal Paradise. Is that not a worthy goal to strive for? Everything you could ever want… every bliss… all the happiness you’ve been denied here, will be given to you there. My god will even let you bring your families and all your loved ones to this Paradise. But only if you serve.”

      It was tempting because it was believable. If endless suffering existed, then why not endless bliss as well? Considering the power of her god, there was no good reason not to take this offer.

      Except for one: I was a free man with free will. I was no slave. Whether through threat or enticement, I would not relinquish my will. I would not doom humanity to save myself, and I could only hope Cyra felt the same.

      “Cyra,” I said, “here is the truth of it. There are all manner of abominable Fallen Angels guarding both the southern and northern passes. If we carry the intention to escape within our hearts, they will devour us.”

      Saurva’s smile widened beyond what was natural. “You are hemmed in. The choice is clear — serve the cause, or endure torture till you go mad in the fog.”

      Was it truly so bleak? Or was there some faint hope to cling to?

      “You’re not as powerful as you claim,” I said. “Kevah has been going in and out of the blood fog. Your Fallen Angels failed to stop him.”

      “He’s literally wearing the Archangel.” Saurva shrugged, her shoulder bones crooked. “What can minor angels do to someone like that?”

      “Let’s ask Kevah for help,” I said to Cyra. “We need not fight each other. We are humans and these are Fallen Angels — the worst of all creatures. They seek to set us against each other, so they can end our world and bring about their own.”

      Poison filled Cyra’s glare. “I will never ask that monster for help. Kevah is the one I mean to destroy. There’s no price I won’t pay to make him suffer.”

      Had Kevah killed Cyra’s mother? Was that what stirred this bitterness?

      No matter. I had to get a message to him. We needed his help. If he could cleave the Fallen Angels with his obsidian sword, perhaps we could walk out of Zelthuriya along with Kyars and everyone in the shrine. I saw no other hope.

      “Now that you know the truth, will you let me go?” I asked Cyra.

      She stared at the floor and nodded. Saurva continued to grin with too many teeth, all unnaturally straight.

      

      I wanted to apprise Shah Kyars of my idea, but I decided to speak with Tomas and Markos, first. A centurion told me they were both at the healing cave, looking over wounded and sick friends.

      When I arrived, what I saw left my jaw hanging: I’d come here the other day, and it was filled wall-to-wall with rows and columns of sick legionaries, each lying on their pallets. Now it was a garden of red tulips, flowers growing from bloody pus in the chests, legs, or arms of the sick and injured.

      Markos and Tomas stayed by the cave’s entrance and looked on with despair.

      “Lord Imperator.” Tomas put a fist to his heart in his languid way. “This is…”

      “Cursed,” Markos completed. His eyes remained bloodshot and watery. “When will the Archangel grant us relief?” He stuck his knuckles in his tear ducts and ground them.

      I grabbed his hands. “Markos, I fear if you remain here, you’ll lose your sight.” If we ever hoped to fight for a home, we’d need his eyes. His acute sense for strategy had won us so many battles that by all rights we should’ve lost.

      “What am I to do, then?”

      If I ordered him to leave through the southern passage and not return, the Fallen would read the intention of his heart and devour him.

      I realized then what I could do. The only thing I could do to help him.

      Tomas cleared his wet-sounding throat — was he getting sick, as well? “Lord Imperator, overnight, hundreds of our men suddenly developed this… flower sickness. And it spreads upon touch, I’m afraid.”

      Spreads upon touch… we would all be a garden, soon enough.

      “We have to depart this place,” I said, “before we are slowly destroyed.”

      “But what can we possibly do against the Fallen Angels guarding the passes?” Markos asked. “We are but men.”

      “We are men,” I said. “But there is one man who is more than a man. The magus in black armor. He could fight these Fallen Angels for us.”

      “Why would he help us? Unless…” Tomas snapped his fingers. “Unless he was helping his shah, too.”

      “Precisely.” I was happy that Tomas still had his wits. “We bond our cause with that of Shah Kyars. We are no longer enemies with him. He is now our ally.”

      “But why would they trust us?” Markos asked. “We brought him an orgy of blood.”

      “But we didn’t know who they were at the time,” Tomas said. “We believed we were fighting the saint-king. How can we be blamed?”

      A legionary covered in flowers wailed. Sacks of blood hung off the flowers, and they wriggled as if filled with worms. Would it be best to burn them? End their suffering, and stop this sickness from spreading? Or would burning our own demoralize everyone too much?

      “Shah Kyars is a reasonable man,” I said, returning my attention to our conversation. “I intend to explain everything to him, leaving out no detail. I’m confident he’ll understand, and realize he has no other choice.”

      “And what of Cyra?” Tomas asked. “We would make an enemy of her if we allied with Shah Kyars. Let’s not forget that she’s feeding us.”

      “She hates Kevah even more than Kyars,” I said. “Ultimately, while she can help us endure, she cannot help us escape. I’ve no better idea in my head than to request help from Kevah. If he could sunder the angels at the southern passage, then we can all leave by it. And if Cyra wants to attack us thereafter, then at least we’ll die in clear air.”

      

      I told as much to Shah Kyars while seated with him and Kato on the floor of a small, bare room in the shrine, with Abu serving in his usual role as translator. Once again, the gholam had covered my head with a sack before leading me here, which meant I had a large gap in trust to overcome.

      “How can you be certain that these abominable angels will attack us again?” Kyars asked.

      “I’ve been visited by a Fallen Angel,” I said. “Her name is Saurva. She appears as a young woman. She confirmed it by her words.”

      Kato strummed his fingers against his golden chest plate. “And how can you be certain that Kevah can kill them?”

      “She said he was ‘wearing the Archangel’ and hinted that with this power, he could overcome these minor angels.”

      “Hinted,” Kato scoffed. “And do you not wonder if this might be a trick? That, perhaps, she wants to lure Kevah to his death?”

      “You may be right, but that doesn’t mean he can’t kill them. It only means there’s a risk they could kill him, too.”

      “Kevah said he would do everything possible to free us.” Kyars sipped the hot water in his wooden mug. “And yet, I cannot imagine asking him to fight those things.”

      “Is that not the purpose of the magi?” I asked. “In my time, it was known that they existed to defend Zelthuriya from its enemies. One of which was me. Perhaps I was fortunate that I didn’t have to fight that magus. I recall him threatening me with lightning.”

      “But how will we get a message to Kevah?” Kyars said. “Seems we can only wait for him to come to us.”

      “I’ll be sending my chief strategist, Markos, out from the southern pass with a message for Cyra. He could also carry a message to Kevah, written by you.”

      “Wait-wait-wait.” Kato wagged his finger at me. “These angels can read hearts, can they not? Won’t they turn him to stone or flowers, then?”

      “Not if he doesn’t know what’s written,” I said. “My message to Cyra will request that she take him prisoner. It will also request that she send your message to Kevah, wherever he may be.”

      “Cyra is not going to help us!” Kato grunted with anger. “She’d sooner burn our message. You might be outsmarting angels, but you’re not outsmarting her.”

      “If you’ve a better idea, then say it.”

      Kyars sighed and shook his head. “About what happened at the northern pass... I am sorry you had to see your son like that.”

      “At least he’s alive,” I said, wishing in my heart that he wasn’t. “But we may not be, for long.”

      “Cyra would sooner see us all dead than help us,” Kato insisted.

      “You’re right that we would have to convince Cyra.” I turned to Kyars. “You’re the Shah of Alanya. What would you be willing to give her, in exchange for her help?”

      Kato punched his chest plate. “Negotiating with a usurper and a murderer is out of the question.”

      “Shah Kyars,” I said, “I’m told your ancestors ruled this land for six hundred years. I know that legitimacy is not easily gained or lost, even when the true king rules nothing and the claimant everything. I was once in the same position as you. I once had six hundred men to fight for my claim against a clan with ten thousand.”

      Kyars rested his mug on a brass tray. “That’s all well and good, Imperator Basil, but Kato does have a point. Offering Cyra something considerable would legitimize her, and I’m not prepared to give her that after all the harm she’s done to Alanya. She is a sickness that must be eradicated, and had I realized that sooner, I might’ve saved us all from this fate. Even if I were to perish here, I’ve a brother in Dorud and a cousin in Merva. I’d rather they ruled as heirs to my dynasty. I’d rather an angel devour me than let her replace the Seluqal legacy with some barbaric Sylgiz one.”

      Cyra hated them and they hated Cyra. Only now did I realize how absolute this hatred was. Even the coming of Fallen Angels and an army of seventy thousand Crucians from a bygone era could not bring them to common cause. I almost admired such a total hatred. There was a purity to it.

      “I see no way out of this without her cooperation,” I said. “Without everyone’s cooperation. You, me, Kevah, Cyra. We all have to come to some arrangement.”

      “You came here from long ago, so you lack a proper appreciation for just how repugnant Cyra is.” Kato pounded his fist on his palm. “She brought the blood plague to Alanya, which created the blood cloud which you — somehow — descended out of. She serves the very things you fear. She is on the side of the Fallen Angels or Ahriyya or whatever you want to call it.”

      “It didn’t seem that way to me.” I shook my head. “She may have used them to gain power, true, but she’s not serving them. She doesn’t realize the price she’s paid.” In that way, she was a lot like me.

      “Don’t think for a minute that you know her,” Kato said. “We lived among her. We know who she is at heart. We know her people, the Sylgiz, and the heresies they teach. You presume much when you’ve barely spent a few hours in her presence.”

      True. But they were blinded by their hatred. Perhaps, despite not knowing her as long, I was seeing her more clearly than they.

      “Then what do we do?” I asked in an honest, despairing tone.

      “’We?’” Kato scoffed. “We wait in here.” He pointed to the wooden door. “You wait out there.”

      “No, Kato.” Kyars put his hand on Kato’s bronze wrist guard. “Remember what my father said when he ordered us to aid our enemy, the Sirmians? The Majlis wanted to attack them while they were weak, wanted to take Lyskar and Tagkalay for Alanya. But Father said that if we helped them, we’d be forging an alliance that could last for generations. He said that this alliance would be of greater benefit to Alanya than one or two cities. I believe he was right.”

      “Where is Shah Murad?” Kato’s tone was even more despairing than mine. “Where is the man whose kingdom we saved? If we truly forged such a wonderful alliance, why hasn’t he come to save us?”

      “He will come,” Kyars said. “We must not despair.”

      Funnily enough, I considered Sirm to be my country more than I did what remained of Crucis. The western half of the Crucian Imperium was always so strange and backward. In my time, the people who lived in Hyperion barely knew how to carve a wheel or forge iron. My enemies, the Saturni, hailed from there, as well. Hearing that these Seluqals had conquered my home, the prosperous eastern half of Crucis, and made it into their own kingdom was one of the saddest paths history could have taken.

      “So the Shah of Sirm is coming,” I said. “Are his forces plenty and powerful?”

      “The janissaries he commands are among the best of the best,” Kato said. “Though I would still say we gholam are fiercer on the attack and craftier under assault.”

      “Then there’s the zabadar.” Kyars grinned. “So many gorgeous, chiseled dames among the zabadar. Wild in appearance and demeanor. And they’ve rather permissive saints. I look forward to their coming.”

      “Who are the zabadar?”

      “Apologies for assuming you knew,” Kyars said. “The zabadar are free horse-riding tribes that pledged allegiance to the Shah of Sirm. They act as the cavalry and the janissaries the elite infantry, with waves of khazis filling in as fodder. It’s why the Sirmians are so good at war. If they came with their full force, they would crush the Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance. The only question is — what will they ask of me in return?” He sat back against the bare wall and let out a whimsical sigh. “Whatever they ask, I’ll give it to them. This despite Shah Murad denying me the one thing I asked for when I’d saved him.”

      “What did you ask for?” I wanted to understand this man.

      “The Crucian imperator’s daughter, who was his captive at the time. Ironically, she escaped his captivity and ended up in my harem. Then she escaped my harem and is now serving Cyra. If I win this war, I’ll send her back to Shah Murad. It would be a poetic sort of justice.”

      He was speaking about the Saturni girl Tomas had met once in Cyra’s camp. Seemed she’d had a complicated journey. But what wasn’t complicated, these days? There was too much about this time that I did not understand. I’d need many lessons from many wise men to grasp it all properly.

      

      Kyars and Kato relented to my plan. I found Markos behind the shrine-covered street, chiseling the side of a mountain with his gladius.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

      He turned to me with bloodshot eyes. “Look at it, Lord Imperator. Look.”

      The spot he’d been chiseling in the mountain bled. Blood oozed out of what resembled a blue vein. The kind you’d see on a wrestler’s fist.

      Markos used his gladius to wipe a layer of sand from a different swathe of mountain wall, revealing more veins. Each was the size of a snake.

      “Why the fuck do the mountains have veins!?” He dropped his gladius and jammed his thumbs into his tear ducts.

      I grabbed both his hands. “Stop it, Markos! I told you not to dwell on the things you see here. They are all tricks of the Fallen. They mean to drive us to madness. Do not try to understand any of it!”

      “My eyes… my eyes… will tulips sprout from them, too?”

      I let go and pulled out two scrolls — one dictated by me, the other by Kyars — and put them in his hand. “I need you to deliver these two scrolls to Cyra. Make sure she reads them in front of you. Then return at once. Do you understand?”

      Pink tears spilled from Markos’ eyes. “I am your servant, Lord Imperator. I will always do as you command.”

      I knew that to be true. Markos had been with me from the first. From the early days when us Greens would plot and plan in the tunnels beneath the hippodrome. His father sold the wood my father would use to make chariots. We’d always been bound by one cause or another.

      “Do you remember when the Saturni poisoned the wells outside Deimos?” I asked. “You were on your deathbed. You told me about all the improvements you wanted to make to your father’s lumber farm, once you’d inherited it. Putting up a new fence. Trying out different seeds. And there was even this new water cycling method you’d learned about.” Markos smiled and nodded, so I continued, “You were able to do all those things, and far more, because you survived. Let your dreams keep you alive, Markos.”

      “My only dream is to see the waterfall at the eastern edge of the earth.”

      “We will see it. But it’s going to take time. We cannot march east without knowing the enemies we’ll face. Without being equal or superior to them. Now imagine all the new things they must’ve discovered in the past seven hundred years. Imagine what you could learn. There is much to live for, Markos. Much to fight for. Much to not die for.”

      Markos put the two scrolls in his belt pouch. “I thought I’d return to my farm in time for planting. I left my children and wife there. I wish I’d brought them.”

      “We all left our wives and children somewhere. I left mine in Qandbajar. Amros told me she built a cathedral in my name — one that still stands to this day. She believed I would return, and so spread this message throughout the east. Because of what she did, there are many throughout the land who will welcome us once we escape this place. Who will embrace us. Even comfort us. And so we must survive.”

      Markos nodded, pink tears heavy on his cheeks. “You’re right, Lord Imperator. I will steady myself.”

      “Don’t delay. Take a suitable escort and get these messages to Cyra. Have one of her healers see to you. Perhaps they can give you relief. Then return, at once.”

      I embraced Markos, knowing I may never see him again, though he did not realize it. I only hoped we would all follow him and escape this city of torment.

      “One more thing.” I pulled the Tear of the Archangel dagger from my belt. “Give her this as a gift. A token of my trust, and a return for all she’s done for us.”

      I prayed it would be enough.
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      I would not bury Mother in the sand, no matter what Wafiq insisted were the proper funeral rites as decreed by the Children.

      “Believers must be buried where they die,” he’d said. “Or within the general area, at the very least. This is a clear custom of the Children.”

      Fuck the Children. They only mattered when they were useful. But when they hindered me, then I would curse them along with the saints and Lat herself.

      Amma was of the Endless. She ought to be buried with Cihan and Baba on the hills where wildflowers bloomed. And so after I wrapped what remained of her blackened corpse in a green shroud, I ordered my cousins to take her to our ancestral lands.

      Wafiq stormed into my yurt while I sat on a cushion and sipped salt tea, in remembrance of my now extinguished family. Sadie lay beneath her blanket on her pallet, but her eyes were open.

      “Cyra, while I understand your grief, you have set a terrible example,” he said. “It is moments like this when you could have corrected Sylgiz funerary rites. They are heretical, inherited from the vile practices of heathen Waste tribes.”

      “I did everything right,” I said softly. “I washed her body — what little of it I could. I wrapped it in a green shroud. Those are the Children’s customs. All I ask is that she be buried where her heart was.”

      “It is too much to ask. A body is just a body. The soul is gone. By sending her corpse to the Waste, you are reinforcing an incorrect belief that the soul somehow lingers in the body.”

      “I am not. I just… I cannot bear to bury her here. She was not of the sand. She was a wildflower from the Endless. Why can’t you understand that?”

      “You’re not burying her. She is now in Barzakh. You’re just burying some burned flesh that happens to vaguely resemble her.”

      The image of her melted eyeballs flashed in my mind. My arm shook, and some salt tea spilled on my caftan.

      “Did you also order a hundred mares to be slaughtered?” Wafiq asked.

      “It will feed our riders.”

      “Animal and human sacrifice are not part of our faith. They are heathen Rubadi funerary practices your tribe clings to!”

      “Is this what the Children teach, then?” I asked. “To chide a mournful woman after her mother has just burned before her eyes?”

      “Were you any woman, I wouldn’t bother. But you are the central pillar of the governing forces of this state, which claims to deputize for the Children. You may not realize it, but your words and behavior set a precedent.”

      “She was my mother, and I will decide how she is honored. Not you, and not some self-righteous tribe that lived hundreds of years ago.”

      Wafiq glared at me and shook his head. “’Some self-righteous tribe.’ You are stricken with grief and speaking senselessly. Lat will forgive you, of course, because your emotions have taken the reins. Best you remain here during your mourning and spare others such blasphemy.”

      He walked out, leaving me with my tears.

      I had just gotten her back. I thought she would be with me for a long time. I should’ve known Kevah would target her. I should’ve kept her closer. Or perhaps I shouldn’t have prayed with her in the first place.

      What had she even prayed for as her eyes were melting? What did it matter, anyway? Nothing had changed. Mother couldn’t possibly be a starwriter, like me. In my delirium as she lay dying, it seemed like time itself had stopped. I’d beheld the Morning Star in my mind as she moved her head, but maybe it was only because I wanted to. If her prayer had conjured some great change, I would’ve noticed it by now.

      So many regrets. And no way to change things. Unless a starwriter could turn back time…

      I did not want to cry in front of Sadie, but I could not separate myself from her. In no world could I let Kevah rescue her. He’d somehow convinced the Efreet to serve him, so her presence may be the only thing keeping his wrath from annihilating us.

      I stared at her and sipped my salt tea. Only now did I realize how soothing it was. How much it calmed the blood.

      “You’re going to die soon, Sadie.”

      She looked up at me like a mare terrified of a cannon blast. “Come again?”

      “You’re going to die soon. Not permanently. But I suppose you already know what that’s like.”

      She sat up, horsehide blanket draped across her shoulders. “What do you mean by that?”

      I reached into my clothes chest, dug to the bottom, and pulled out The Melody of Aschere.

      I flipped through the pages. They were an empty creme, save for one page, in the middle of the book. Upon it shown a bloodrune that resembled a pattern of stars with wavy lines, as if they were being swept up in a cosmic wind.

      “It’s so poetic,” I said. “It’s a fate worse than death. It’s what Kevah’s lover deserves. I’ll turn you into the thing he hates most. I’ll turn you into an even more despicable starwriter than me.”

      I held the page out in front of her. She clung to her blanket.

      “What would it take to make you touch this?” I asked. “To turn you into Aschere?”

      “Turn me into Aschere? You mean like how Nora was turned into Zedra?”

      I nodded. “You have to agree. So what would it take?”

      “I’d never agree to such a thing.”

      “You will. Because I’ll make the alternative so much worse. So what do I have to do? Shall I torture the Abyad children we captured until you agree? Cut their toes and fingers? Gouge their eyes? Burn their little genitals? Would that do it?”

      “Go ahead and torture every child on earth. There is no way I would agree to become Aschere. Such an evil woman cannot be allowed to return.”

      I chuckled at her obstinance. “It’s going to feel good. It’s going to feel like sweet revenge. To see you become the very thing Kevah despises… what could be better than that? Ah, the Dreamer has provided the perfect verse to end this poem.”

      “Like I said… I will not do it.”

      I set the book down in front of her, page open to the bloodrune. Then I stared into her trembling golden pupils. “You’re so afraid. But it takes fear to be brave, doesn’t it? Maybe that’s what I don’t understand about you. As scared as you seem, you’re not groveling. You’re not even on your knees. You’re holding yourself together. And that’s the problem. You’re challenging me, but I will shatter you to pieces.”

      What would it take? Nora had only consented to become Zedra because Sylgiz raiders ended her entire world. Sadie didn’t have a world to end. She was adrift, far from her family. Her only connection, that I knew of, was Kevah himself.

      I tapped my fingers against the page, careful not to touch the bloodrune.

      “Maybe I should do it,” I said. “Maybe I should become Aschere. It would save me from being myself. Wouldn’t that be a relief?”

      “What is it that you regret so much?”

      “Why do you care? You’ve made plain how much you hate me.”

      “You can still make things better. For everyone. You can choose to make peace.”

      “With the man who just burned my mother?” I mimed vomiting and shook my head.

      “Do you think ruling Alanya will make you safe and content? You see now what comes of it. Why steal that burden?”

      “I took this burden with my eyes wide open. I know what I want. I just don’t like what I must do to get it. It’s unbelievably messy and murky. You said there has to be a better way. But there isn’t. Whatever gods created this world, they put us here to flog each other. That’s the only truth I know.”

      Sadie nervously twirled a strand of her fire-red hair, the ends of which pointed upward. “But why play along? Do you really want to serve such gods? Wouldn’t you rather defy them?”

      I laughed at the idea. “I would, but that’s not the order of things. The gods are hiding here, you see. They’re hiding from even scarier gods. They need us to fight their battles whilst they hide because those scarier gods won’t notice us… because we’re so small. That’s the truth of this existence. That’s the sum of our purpose.”

      “Maybe we should make those scarier gods notice them, then. That would be defiance, wouldn’t it?”

      I had another good chuckle, salt tea almost bursting from my mouth. Was this why Kevah liked her? Men do like the mad, impulsive ones. Whilst I had a streak of madness, I lacked the impulsivity. “If even the Dreamer fears something up there, then imagine what that thing could do to us?”

      “Maybe it won’t do anything to us. Maybe it’ll ignore us because we’re too tiny for it to care.”

      “But if that’s true, then how can we talk to it? By moving the stars themselves? And yet, I don’t even know how to use my power. That’s why the devs gave me this book. They want me to learn from Aschere.”

      Sadie stared at the yurt flap. Was she thinking of running? Of course she was. But was she mad and impulsive enough to try?

      “You don’t need to punish Kevah.” She turned to me. “What you need is to find a way out of this cycle of reprisal. If you’re willing to do that, I’ll help you. I’ll convince Kevah to stop fighting you. Wouldn’t it be better if the two most powerful sorcerers in Alanya weren’t trying to kill each other? If they were on the same side, in a stand against the gods?”

      “He’s not like you, Sadie. He’s a brute and a blind follower. He was raised not to question things, especially orders given by sheikhs and Seluqals.”

      Sadie got up, threw her blanket off, and paced between her pallet and mine. “That’s only one side of him. There’s another side. One that laments all the fighting. One that is mournful and would even curse god.”

      I didn’t want to hear about his other side. I wanted to boil him whole.

      “Would you like some wine?” I asked.

      Sadie nodded.

      I shouted for the guard. He poked his mustachioed face through the flap.

      “Bring rose wine,” I ordered.

      “That’s a favorite of mine,” Sadie said.

      How amicable she was being, all of a sudden. Seemed all it took was to threaten her with death, and offer wine, for her to pretend to be my friend. Well I could pretend to be her friend, too. Spend enough time in a harem, and you become an expert at it.

      The guard returned with a pink bottle and a golden tray with two glasses.

      I poured for us both.

      I sipped. Sweet and dry, like a desert rose.

      Sadie enjoyed a good chug. Unfortunately for her, I was still going to kill her. No amount of placating would calm my vengeance. But I could pretend to be nice.

      “What is your worst sin?” I asked.

      “My worst sin?”

      “Mhmm.” I took another satisfying sip. “What’s the most vile thing you’ve ever done?”

      She stared at me like I was a mirror. “I’ve killed people.”

      “That’s boring.”

      “I don’t believe… that any god is good. Even the one that brought me back.”

      “Even more boring. Tell me something lewd.”

      “I…” She took a big sip. “When I was thirteen, I…” And another sip. “I slept with my cousin.”

      “Was he handsome?”

      “I don’t remember what he looked like.”

      “Then what attracted you?”

      “He was… well… his father, Selim, was supposed to become the shah. And so I thought… I thought he would also become the shah, someday.”

      “So you fucked him because you thought he would become shah?”

      Sadie shrugged. “I was thirteen. I didn’t have very deep thoughts.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “After the war of succession, my father had him executed, along with his father. Another of god’s cruel japes.”

      I almost wanted to laugh at the cruelty. “These gods really are evil, aren’t they?”

      “They couldn’t care less about our suffering. Instead, they try to convince us that it’s a test of our faith and character. But why test us in the first place? If you have the power to be merciful, then a good god would use it to make everyone happy and free of pain. Anything else is senseless at best, and evil at worst.”

      I raised my cup to that. “Couldn’t have said it better.”

      “So all this…” She seemed to consider her words as if stepping over glass. “…this path that you’re trying to revive. The Path of the Children. You’re just using it for your own ends.”

      “So what? The gods use us, and I use them. Sadie, what you don’t understand about me is that I do believe in something. I believe in myself.”

      “Earlier you said that you wanted a reprieve from yourself.” She scratched behind her ear.

      “So? Can’t you get tired of something you believe in?”

      “I suppose.”

      “I believe in serving my own ends, for my own sake. And I won’t coat it in layers of honey. I won’t delude myself into thinking there’s any higher purpose. I won’t say that I dreamt about a thousand crows devouring the sun, or some goatshit like that.”

      Sadie downed her rose wine, then eagerly poured another glass. “I couldn’t do half of what you’re doing if it was just for my aggrandizement. I don’t think I’m worth the effort. I’d rather just disappear. I’d rather be less of a burden on this earth. Like a feather in a breeze.”

      “And what if that breeze carries you into a trench filled with the mutilated bodies of your father-in-law and brother?”

      She traced the rim of her glass with her fingernail. “I would accept it.”

      “Then you’re not fighting the gods, are you? You’re just accepting their awful dictates. How dare you ask me to stand up to them when you’re not willing to stand up yourself? You’re either weak or a hypocrite or both.”

      “I am weak. It’s something Kevah hates about me. I’ve tried to be strong, but no matter how hard I fight, I crumble.” She pushed her glass away.

      “I like you, Sadie. It’s such a shame we can’t be friends. I’m sorry to say this, but you’re bait, plain and simple.”

      Sadie grabbed at the mass of her red hair in obvious frustration. “He’s more stubborn than you. If you make him think too hard about it, he’ll realize what you’re doing… and he’ll be willing to sacrifice me to thwart you.”

      “Sacrifice your life, yes. But I’m threatening a fate worse than death.”

      Pashang burst into my yurt. He had that look… it wasn’t what I’d call guilt. No, he’d never learned to feel guilt. Rather, it was a childish shame: the way you look at your mother when she’s upset with you. I wanted to slap it off him.

      “You’re interrupting,” I said.

      “I don’t care. I love you, Cyra. Fuck what the Dreamer or Blood Star thinks about it. I do love you.”

      “Now you’re embarrassing me. In front of our guest, no less.”

      “I don’t care. We Jotrids may not have the romance of you Sylgiz, but I’m telling you right now — your prayer to save your mother did not go unanswered because I don’t love you.” He beat his chest. “And if you don’t believe me, then this is their trick.”

      “Trick?” I scoffed. “So the Blood Star let my mother die just to fool me into believing you don’t love me? Does that sound like a trick the gods would play?”

      Pashang nodded. “It does, frankly.”

      I shook my head as venom drenched my veins. “Frankly, I don’t care whether you love me or not. I never loved you, in any case. Not even a little. All I care about is losing my power. And my mother.”

      “Cyra, you’ve always been able to starwrite by holding my hand. If that’s changed, it’s not because of me.”

      “It doesn’t matter what the reason is. I can’t rely on you anymore. And don’t come in here without asking.” I pointed to the flap.

      “I am your husband, lest you forget. I might not be perfect—”

      “A vast understatement.”

      “But neither are you. I’m committed to you and to this course we’ve taken. If that’s not love—”

      “It’s not. How can you be that dense?”

      “Perhaps this is not the time for this conversation.” Pashang huffed, then let out a calmer breath. “There’s another thing you need to know. The scout who reported it almost whipped his mare into an early grave.”

      “Can’t be worse than the Efreet burning my mother to death.”

      “There’s an army at the gates of Merva.”

      “Army? What army?”

      “The only army that could come from the east. An army from Kashan.”

      I coughed from my suddenly dry throat. “The Kashanese have some old claim on Merva. Perhaps they’ve come to take the city while it’s weak.”

      “Or perhaps they’ve come to take it all, including Qandbajar.”

      I turned to Sadie. She traced lines on the carpet and pretended not to listen.

      “Let them come,” I said. “From the moment we conquered Qandbajar, we knew Sirm and Kashan would seek to fatten their own kingdoms with Alanya’s flesh. If we can’t defeat a Seluqal army, then we don’t deserve to rule.”

      Pashang let out a dismal sigh. “Who cares what we deserve?”

      “I do. We’re failing as rulers and conquerors, both. It’s simple, Pashang, so let me spell it out. Order creates prosperity. Prosperity buys things like bombards and matchlocks. Bombards and matchlocks win wars. We couldn’t manage the first step in a single city, so why do we think we deserve to win?”

      “I know that. I know you despise the way the Sylgiz and Jotrids do things. Conquer and plunder and conquer and plunder. But you won’t be able to change that if Kashan crushes us under its heel.”

      “Like I said, let them come. We’ll meet in the field of battle. You and Gokberk can figure that part out, being such astute military men. I have my own problems to solve.”

      “Sultana!” a guard shouted from outside the yurt. “There is a matter that requires your urgent attention.”

      “What now?” I grunted, then grabbed my staff and hobbled out of the flap. I followed the guard into the healer’s yurt, which was a massive, dome-shaped thing perched amid the palms.

      Several healers surrounded a pallet. The hollering man lying on the pallet wore bandages over his eyes, blood blossoming from his sockets. I recognized his black hair and slight mustache: Basil’s strategist, Markos.

      “What happened to him?”

      “He gouged out his own eyes,” an elderly healer said.

      I recalled when I’d watched Zedra stab my eye, as if I were a soul floating above my body. “How horrid. What is he even doing here?”

      “He came through the passage,” a Jotrid guard with braided hair said. “With these.” She handed me two scrolls. One sported a wax seal of the Seluqal simurgh, and the other Basil’s Eight Legs, which Celene had explained was a symbol of one of the Twelve Angels, Malak. Apparently, the Crucian standard had changed after a civil war following Basil’s ascent to heaven.

      I put the two scrolls in my robe pocket. Then I knelt next to the pallet where Markos writhed and moaned.

      “Kankhelos,” he shouted. “Kankhelos.”

      “What is he saying?” I asked. “Get Nora.”

      What could drive him to gouge out his own eyes?

      Minutes later, Nora walked in. The lovely girl wore a bronze caftan with a floral trim. Tight enough to show some of her figure, too. How very Alanyan.

      “Tell me what he’s saying,” I said.

      “Angel,” she translated. “He’s crying for the angels.”

      “Ask him why he gouged his eyes out.”

      Markos shivered, then mumbled something. His arms shook with violence.

      “He stared too long at it,” Nora said.

      “What did he stare at?”

      Nora asked him. He muttered something while continuing to shake as if possessed by a jinn.

      “A Fallen Angel. He couldn’t tear his eyes away, so he removed them. It was the only way to stop hearing the hymns.”

      How awful. These angels truly were a fright.

      Markos said something in Crucian to Nora.

      “He says you must read Basil’s scroll.”

      I took Basil’s scroll and used my fingernail to peel away the wax. I unrolled it and read the Paramic words.

      Sultana Cyra, I beg of you only two things. First, do not allow Markos to return to Zelthuriya. Keep him as your guest or even your prisoner. He has suffered enough inside the blood fog, so much that I fear he will not last any longer. Do not permit him to return.

      Second, please send Kyars’ missive to Kevah. I know they are your enemies, and I know you are going to read it, but I ask that you do all you can to preserve the authenticity markers. If you’ve already read the letter, then you know it requests Kevah to save us. He is the only one who stands a chance at cleaving the Fallen Angels that guard the southern passage, so that we all may depart from this plagued place. Should you decide not to send it to him, then there is no hope for any of us. We will all perish here. I appeal to your mercy, Sultana Cyra, and I pray it overcomes your wrath. To convince you to trust me, I’ve given you a gift.

      “Stand against the gods,” I repeated what Sadie had said to me earlier.

      How brave. How stalwart. I was almost tempted to agree. All of us fighting together would be such a marvelous insult to these evil creatures that preyed on us.

      “Where is the gift?” I asked the Jotrid with braided hair.

      She pulled a dagger from the back of her belt. The white blade blazed like the stars I touched. Such a luminescent wonder, as if it did not belong in this world.

      Markos uttered something.

      “Tear of the Archangel,” Nora translated. “It will pierce through Kevah’s black armor. Imperator Basil wants you to have it, to prove that this arrangement is not intended to disadvantage you.”

      What a thoughtful man. But even considering this lovely gift, how would telling Kevah about their need benefit me? Should Kevah defeat these angels to help Kyars and Basil escape, it would not be to my advantage at all.

      And if the Kashanese army in Merva marched this way and routed us, they could retake Qandbajar and place Kyars back on the throne. His survival was everything I didn’t want.

      I made a gap in the seal with my fingernail and read the other letter. In summary, it said precisely what Basil had described.

      There was no question of what to do. Kevah should never read this letter. I should hide it and let Basil and Kyars die in the blood fog. And as for Sadie… I suddenly had the perfect idea of what to do with her.

      “Tell Markos he is to be our guest,” I said to Nora with a smile. “Tell him everything’s going to be just fine.”
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      I enjoyed watching Hurran’s first time in the flying boat. His turban blew off, which was his fault. If you tied it properly, nothing could separate a turban from a head. Not even a sword. His father hadn’t cared to teach him proper tying. Or maybe he’d forgotten the technique during his six years in the dungeons below Merva.

      Hurran admitted to fearing heights, and mentioned that in his youth, he’d watched a friend fall off one of Merva’s towers to his death. So now he barely looked down, preferring instead to imagine himself immersed in fog rather than a cloud’s fold.

      But a few hours into the journey, he did look down. The three of us all enjoyed the sparkling of the desert sand at twilight. As the sun set further, the mountains cast menacing shadows over it all.

      Once the sky turned dark and the stars burned on their carpet above, Ruhi dozed off.

      I said to Hurran, “I grew up with many brothers and even a few sisters. All janissaries. I try not to think about them because they’re all buried on one battlefield or another. But you’ve one brother and one sister.” The irony made me chuckle. “By blood, too. How thin it is.”

      “It is thin. I learned this when my father forsook me. And you know what? I don’t think of Shakur and Esme as my brother and sister. They’ve each different mothers, for one. But what really distances us is our shared father. Mansur the Beheaded.” Hurran smiled in his devious way. “He never liked it when we played with each other. Never wanted us to be anything but strangers.”

      “In Sirm, the harem had its conflicts, but was mostly filled with the laughter of the Shah’s sons and daughters as they played together.”

      Hurran gave me a confused look. “How would you know?”

      “I used to guard it.”

      His eyes went wide.

      “I guarded it from the outside. I still have my spire and stones.”

      “Should the day come when you make something from them, don’t be like my father. He was close with his own brother, Tamaz. But he didn’t want that kind of closeness for us. Never uttered the reason from his mouth, but I assume it was because he didn’t want that kind of closeness weakening us, especially if the time ever came for us to shed each other’s blood. Funny thing is, he failed with Esme and Shakur. They are brother and sister in the truest sense. With me, though… with me he succeeded.”

      “I can see his side of things.” I sighed. “As sad as that sounds.”

      “He’s a memory, now. A sour one. But we all have those.” Hurran’s hair blew across his face. “You know, it’s good you’re my friend and not my siblings’ friend.”

      “Friend is a strong word.”

      “Use whatever word you want. You and I are in common cause.”

      “Only because you cleverly put yourself in the right place, at the right time. I know you scuttled the talks between Kyars and your family so you could worm your way in as the perfect answer, just like this. And only an opportunist of the highest order would place themselves between the Sylgiz-Jotrid horde and the Abyads, the way you did.”

      “I have a genuine love for the Abyads. But you’re right. I am indeed what you’ve described. Do you want such a man on your side or your enemy’s?”

      “My side. But I still find it difficult to call such a man friend. That requires a deeper level of trust. One that doesn’t settle on such wobbly legs.”

      “Well, don’t get too attached to your friendships.” Hurran gave me a bitter chuckle. “Never know who’s concealing a dagger.”

      Kinn cleared his throat. “I don’t mean to interrupt such a profoundly depressing conversation, but you might want to look down.”

      I peered over the edge. Thousands of fires twinkled across the eastern scrub, shining like tortured stars in the freshness of night. Such sights were nothing new to me.

      “With that many fires… at least twenty thousand, I’d say.” I turned to Hurran, whose jaw was hanging. “You said Merva only has ten thousand khazis. Also, why would they encamp in the desert?”

      “Because that’s not our army.”

      As we descended, elephants trumpeted from the campfires. Shah Babur of Kashan was famous for his war elephants, and the unique ways he used them to crush his foes.

      “This does complicate things,” Hurran said.

      “I thought Shah Babur was your friend.”

      “I wouldn’t use that word. It requires a deeper level of trust.”

      I let out a hah. “Your ally, then. And maybe mine, as well. If he’s here, it means he’s responded to our call.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.”

      Ruhi awoke with a muffled yawn, then peered at the thousands of campfires below. “Dear Lat… is that—”

      “Shah Babur,” Hurran completed.

      She rubbed her groggy eyes, then gawked some more at the expanse of star-like fires. “He came to Zelthuriya on pilgrimage, a few years ago. I wasn’t a Disciple then, but I saw him in the street. He rode an elephant through the main thoroughfare and tossed bags of gold at everyone. I was almost trampled that day. Seventeen people died in the stampede, I recall.”

      “How generous.” I put my helmet on as we approached the dune Kinn intended to land upon. “Although, you can’t be too careful with men who toss bags of gold. You never know what sins they’re giving alms for.”

      

      Within minutes, the three of us stood beneath a palatial canopy. My boots melted into the silk carpet. So much pomp and decoration of gold and maroon and teal was draped upon and around the many ornate tables and embroidered pillows.

      Shah Babur sat with a high back on his divan, which had its own canopy held up by gold-etched wood, studded with rubies, emeralds, and yet more jewels I could not name. So thick was the glittered kohl around his eyes, he hardly looked real. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were a sculpture come to life. He wore his turban in the Kashanese style, with the wave-like tie at the left and a silver sigil of the Kashanese falcon at the center. A sky-blue robe covered in red and white tulips spread across his big form, all of it tied to him by a ruby-studded belt upon which hung a ruby-studded scabbard.

      And the men around him were no less dressed. Each wore impeccable brocade, with nary a wrinkle or blemish, and precious jewels signifying their ranks and statuses, though only the shah was allowed to wear rubies. The fashions were marvelously bright, an uncommon look for Alanya. Fashion flows from the east was a frequent refrain throughout the Seluqal kingdoms — and by east, they meant Kashan. It was said that Rohnshar — the Seat of Kashan’s Seluqals — had more looms than the rest of the earth.

      Ruhi and I bowed our heads to the shah. Hurran — himself a Seluqal — did not need to show this courtesy, but he did so anyway.

      “It’s been a while, little cousin,” Shah Babur said to Hurran. A softer voice than I expected. Rather musical. The accent was pleasing enough to my Sirmian ears. “How is your health?”

      “I am well, Your Glory,” Hurran said. “The same can’t be said for Alanya, however. I’m sure you’ve heard tales of our most recent miseries. I was in prison, so I wasn’t the cause of any of it. But I am trying to fix what I can.”

      “You always did like to fix things.” Babur turned his fat head to Ruhi. The man had more chins than I cared to count. “Why is this one covered in black?”

      “I am a Disciple of Chisti,” Ruhi said with impatience. She must’ve been tired of having to explain her appearance. “You don’t want to see what’s under here.”

      “You’d be surprised at the things I want to see.” Shah Babur chuckled. He turned to me, a giddy smile on his rather effeminate, heart-shaped face. His coffee-colored beard sprouted unevenly from his cheeks. “And why is this one armored like a Sargosan? Has he come to kill me?” He laughed to show it was a joke. All the matchlock wielding, mirror-armored soldiers and all the brocade-wearing courtiers laughed along with him. I did too, by reflex.

      I waited for it all to die down. “I am a magus serving the Shah of Alanya. I never take off my armor because no matter where I go, someone wants to kill me.”

      “Even when you’re fucking? Do you have a little hole there for your cock?”

      “If I did, it wouldn’t be little.”

      Babur laughed in his hearty way, and so did everyone else.

      “I know who you are.” He scowled suddenly. “Magus Kevah. I was going to petition the Disciples to send you to Kashan after your training was complete, though I did wonder if I’d still be alive by then.”

      “Don’t you already have two magi in your employ?” I asked.

      Babur nodded. “A third couldn’t hurt. Though Alanya seems far more in need of your services.”

      I glanced around hoping to spot them. But all I saw were beardless, thickly mustached soldiers and courtiers. Facial hair styles changed as frequently as other fashions, though I couldn’t imagine parting with my beard.

      “I don’t see them,” I said.

      “They aren’t here.” Babur smiled. “I would tell you where they’re going, but that’s a secret.”

      I liked the sound of that. “Secrets are good. It shows layers of planning. If you can’t tell me where they’re going, then maybe you could tell me where you’re going.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. I’ve arrived.”

      At that, everyone around us slapped their thighs and cheered. It made me scowl under my helmet.

      It took a while for that eruption to quiet. Once it did, I said, “I sent one of my associates, a man named Aicard, to entreat with you. To appeal to your faith in Lat and her saints.”

      “Indeed. You sent a heathen to appeal to my faith. Didn’t think that one through, did you?”

      “A very convincing heathen. Where is he?”

      “How should I know? I dismissed him and gave no mind to his appeal. I’m not going to reconquer cities for Mansur’s nephew. I’m going to take Merva. Half the people here speak a Kashanese dialect as their mother tongue. Before my forefathers erected Jalut’s Jaw to shut out the hordes from the Waste, it was the Shah of Kashan’s name that rang through the shrines during the prayer sermon.”

      So he was seeking to pluck the easy, exposed fruit at his doorstep. He wasn’t willing to reach into the thornbush for even greater rewards.

      Ruhi whispered, “He is hiding something.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m not certain.”

      Hurran cleared his throat. “Your Glory, do you want history to write that you warred with your Seluqal cousins at the same time that a Crucian army occupied Zelthuriya?”

      “History will write whatever I tell it to,” Babur said. “That’s one of the best things about being shah. My legacy will be a good one. I kept the Sargosans from expanding their reach on the southern islands, and I added Merva to Kashan.”

      Was that the sum of his ambition? Had he brought so many men, horses, elephants, and cannons for such a paltry gain?

      “But you haven’t taken Merva,” I said. “If you had, you wouldn’t be camped outside of it.”

      Babur grabbed some orange grapes from a nearby bowl and tossed them in his mouth. “It’s only a matter of time. I gave Esme and Shakur my terms. They can go and govern the countryside of Harijag instead. Better air. Quaint. Their little ones will love it.”

      “I’ve been there.” I’d flown there with Sadie before beginning my service in Zelthuriya. Such stunning jungle waterfalls. “They have a single road, and it’s not even paved. The only coffee house serves one flavor of hookah, and it’s not even good.”

      “I said ‘quaint’, did I not? Tamaz never knew how to rule. What kind of imbecile allows his own brother’s family to govern such a vital city? You’re placing the knife in your own belly; all they need do is push it in.”

      “On the contrary,” Hurran said, “I believe it was a prudent decision to have a strong family guard the gates. We kept you out of Alanya for decades, didn’t we?”

      “You didn’t keep out the Waste tribes, though.” Babur tossed a grape at Hurran’s chest. “Now look how they’re running the place. Last I heard, Qandbajar is a stinking, half-drowned corpse. The city folk endure horrid tortures and are forced to pray to the Children. You should thank me for coming, Cousin. I’m saving Merva from the same fate. Don’t you care about its people? Or does a thirst for power stir your heart?”

      “Merva is my home and always will be,” Hurran said.

      Babur chuckled — raspy. The man must’ve smoked his fill of hashish. “I’m not giving Merva to you, if that’s what you’re angling for. I’m going to give it to some lowly sirdar as a reward for loyal service. But only for a few years. Never long enough for it to feel like home. That’s when the trouble starts, you see. That’s when the entitlement sets in. When I declare a speck of dirt to be mine, it is mine alone. That’s what it means to be shah.”

      He was not unlike Murad in this way, going on and on about what it means to be shah. But Babur seemed sharper, and thus would be less reliant on others. I wondered if self-reliance would make him less open to compromise.

      Either way, I could not tolerate his insipid plan to capture Merva and do nothing to help Zelthuriya. And so I saw no choice but to thwart it.

      

      In the morning, I told Hurran and Ruhi to wait in Babur’s camp, while I flew into Merva. From up high, the city seemed to be going on as normal. The grand bazaar, which was a maze of spiral alleys within its own merlon-lined, sandstone wall, was bursting with shoppers. City folk continued to enjoy the various garden districts, with the fountains bubbling and stall vendors busy.

      Kinn dropped me in a flower field within the palace grounds. Yellow tulips sprouted from dark soil, amid lavish waterways and sweet-smelling acacias.

      It wasn’t long before matchlock wielding khazis surrounded me. My black form reflected in their mirror armor.

      “I’d advise you not to point those things at me,” I said, “and I prefer not to have to demonstrate why.”

      “The legend of the magus in black armor has spread like a bushfire,” a khazi with a verse-inscribed helmet said. “But we’re just doing our jobs. They pay us too well to cower, even to someone like you.”

      I could appreciate that. “There is no need to fight or cower. I mean no harm to Esme and Shakur. If I did, you’d all be choking on bile right now.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “Only to speak with them. I’m on their side. I don’t want Babur to claim his unearned reward.”

      They escorted me into a field full of blackberry bushes. Amid the tree line, which was flush with cypresses, stood a marble mausoleum, the sepulcher shaped like the eight-sided star of Lat.

      Esme stood there in fluttery black and olive brocade. Her graying hair was tied neatly back, and her star-patterned shawl flitted in the easy breeze.

      “If I knew you’d be flying around in unbreakable armor, I would never have advised we deny Kyars’ offer.” She sighed with clear remorse. “Lack of foresight dooms us mortals.”

      “Was it a lack of foresight, or arrogance? Or perhaps greed?”

      “Likely all three.”

      Good of her to admit it. I read the name on the sepulcher she was facing. The man buried there had died eight years ago.

      “My first husband,” Esme said. “Funnily enough, the astrologers told me it was a poor match. With my second husband, they read the stars and said it would be marital bliss. Shows how much they know.” She shook her head. “He’s quite fond of dry wines, my current husband. If I wasn’t clutching the purse as tight as I am, we’d be bereft because he’s quite fond of dice, too. A few moons ago, these sorts of things were the most of my worries. Now, they’re like a pleasant dream compared to the nightmare that’s engulfing us.”

      “I want to help you out of this nightmare.”

      “Can you, though? You’re but one man. You may be the strongest of men, but you’re still just one.”

      “I won’t be just one. You have a garrison of ten thousand. True, Babur has twenty thousand, but the odds are not that bad — if you’ve the stomach to last a siege. Likely through winter and beyond.”

      “We’ve ten thousand mercenaries, few who are of this soil. They won’t fight to the bitter end, like you janissaries do for your Sirmian shahs.”

      Earlier, they seemed quite motivated for the money. But money dwindles during sieges.

      “Esme, you haven’t opened your gates. If you’re ready to lie down, what are you waiting for?”

      She picked up a rose that had been placed on the sepulcher, then turned to me. “I’m waiting for a better idea, Kevah. Is it true that Babur brought his magi?"

      “The magi are not supposed to shed the blood of believers, unless they are in open rebellion against the Seat.”

      “But didn’t you slay one, long ago?”

      “I was in open rebellion against the Seat. We refer to it as a war of succession, now.”

      “The winners can name the wars as they like.” She twirled her rose. “Babur will call this a reconquest, and so will everyone.”

      “And what will everyone say about his cowardice? His refusal to fight for Zelthuriya?”

      “Seems you’re far more interested in that holy city than this one.”

      “This isn’t a holy city.”

      “It is to me. Home is a holy thing, too, Kevah. I was born here. I don’t mind dying here. But I’d rather not perish beneath the feet of Babur’s elephants.”

      “Then where is your fighting spirit? I saw more in Hurran.”

      “Hurran…” Esme snapped the rose at the stem. “Don’t get too comfortable with my brother. He’s not like you or me. He’s more like Khagan Pashang, just with a Seluqal’s charm and name. When we were children, his favorite game was to throw rocks at the stray cats that found their way into the palace grounds. That progressed to shooting arrows at them. And then bullet balls.”

      Needless cruelty to animals was always a bad sign. But when I recalled the cruelest man I’d ever known, Murad’s brother Selim, I had to remind myself that we wouldn’t have survived the siege of Rastergan without his brutality. He crucified anyone even suspected of collaborating with the enemy. Left them to bake in the sun. While most were innocent, enough were guilty. Without his cruelty, Heraclius’ spies would have undermined us, and I would likely be dead. “There’s plenty of room for cruel men in this world.”

      “Yes, but not upon anything resembling a throne. Surely you see that.”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged with genuine doubt. “Murad’s brother, Selim, was a cruel man. But maybe Selim would’ve taken the fight to Crucis before they took it to us. Maybe he could’ve directed his cruelty toward the enemy and thereby spared us the enemy’s cruelty.”

      “You’re a poet, aren’t you?”

      I shrugged again. “I was never good at composing my own verse.”

      “But you know how to arrange words for effect. You just haven’t had anything to write about. You’re a poet without a beholding eye. Do you know what that is?”

      “Taqi said the beholding eye is the part of the soul that sings when it touches beauty.”

      “Maman!” The child’s call came from my back.

      I turned to see a small boy in a perfectly wrapped turban.

      “This is Ismaid,” Esme said. “The best thing to come from my current marriage.”

      I pointed at his turban and asked, “Did you wrap that yourself?”

      The boy nodded. Seemed his father was good for something. “Where did you get that armor?”

      “From the Shah of Sirm.”

      He beheld me with eyes of wonder. “I learned that he ruled for a long time, and that he’s very far away.”

      “That’s all true. Study all you can, Ismaid. Knowledge is even better armor than this.”

      “He’s right.” Esme hugged and kissed him. “You head back home, now.”

      Ismaid nodded and ran toward his minders.

      “Do you think children make us better, or worse?” Esme asked.

      “Better.” I didn’t hesitate.

      “Have you ever come across a bear while hunting? They’re much worse when they’re around their young.”

      “You do a lot of hunting?”

      “You should see the mural my first husband made for me. It’s me holding the biggest matchlock in all of Merva. Believe it or not, my father used to take me, though he never expected me to like it. Those are some of the best memories I have of him.”

      It was getting harder to stomach that I’d considered killing this woman, just to gain a few thousand mercenaries.

      “Everyone is a hunter of the weak,” I said. “No one wants to fight difficult battles anymore. I almost admire Micah the Metal for banging up so many bigger foes — and for ten years, at that. I want to do the same, but it seems I’m alone on this path.”

      “You’re only alone because you refuse to lead.” She patted the stone of her late husband’s sepulcher. “You remind me of him. He always wanted to be on the back of the horse.” She chuckled. “Can you imagine that? A woman at the front and a man at the back. But still, he’d bark all sorts of things in my ear. ‘Avoid that rock.’ ‘Steady the reins.’ ‘That’s a dirt patch!’ A back-saddle driver, through and through.” Esme placed the rose bud on my shoulder. “You’re just like him, Kevah. It’s so plain. I think it’s time you took the reins. If you want to save Zelthuriya, then gather some likeminded men and do it. Stop waiting for a Seluqal to give the order.” She came closer to my ear. “You might find you like being at the front of the saddle.”

      

      That afternoon, I ordered the Efreet to set fire to the forest outside Merva. White-spotted deer fled from the flames toward the Kashanese camp. After them followed a stampede of wild pigs, families of bears, and yellow foxes. Along with the crackling inferno itself, it got the attention of every soldier in the camp, who now crowded at the front of the burning tree line.

      Kinn grabbed my shoulders and fluttered me into the air. I floated over the mass of Kashanese warriors, the secondary, heat-born smoke of flaming trees at my back. The soldiers wore so much mirror armor, looking down was like looking at the sky.

      “You’re all going to burn, just like those trees,” I said. “And then you’re all going to freeze in the coldest of hells, and then burn again in the hottest of hells, alternating between a thousand hells for an eternity. That is your punishment for permitting the desecration of your holy saints and city. Anyone who ignores the plight of Holy Zelthuriya has no right to call himself Latian. And that includes your shah. It includes your magi. And your sheikhs. Anyone who lifts a finger for any purpose other than freeing the holy city is an infidel, and I am the enemy of infidels.”

      Even the elephants were staring up at me.

      “This is a warning,” I continued. “The only way to save yourself from Lat’s wrath is to bleed in her service. It is not every day that men are offered the honor to fight for the faith. But each of you would choose instead to war with fellow believers? If so, you have failed the trial. You have fallen off the narrow and straight path into the deepest chasm. And your punishment will have no end.”

      Shah Babur crept from his palatial tent and now stared up at me, his hair a fit of curls.

      “There he is,” I said. “I’ve only just met the man you call ‘shah’, and my disappointment is like that of a father who learns his son is of another man’s seed. Shah Babur is leading you all into the pit of hell. If you’d rather serve his vainglory instead of Lat and her saints, go ahead. Reap the rewards in this life and suffer in the next.”

      “Get down from there!” Babur shouted, his cheeks baking red.

      I laughed. “Here I float, a magus with the power of the Efreet, who wears armor forged from the exploding death of the Archangel. I call to the faithful, and so I know my words will only reach true hearts.” I unsheathed Black Rose and held it high. “For those seeking Paradise and its sweet breeze, find me on the path to Zelthuriya. And for those seeking Hellfire — go no farther. You and your shah have arrived.”
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      We had to prepare for the worst possibility: that Shah Babur would march his army across the scrub and come at us. We had to prepare to fight for this new Alanya we were creating. Or prepare to die for it.

      Come morning, we congregated in the palatial yurt. The air and spirit of a kurultai abounded. The Abyad slave girls and boys served opium and hashish to the chiefs among our riders. I did not partake. I even refused wine. I did not want to plan a battle with a clouded mind. Meanwhile, Pashang and Gokberk insisted their minds worked better when fueled by such things.

      “Plenty of flat scrub between here and Merva,” one of Gokberk’s chief riders, a man named Maylar, said. His sunburned face was peeling. “We can outmaneuver and assail them as they march.”

      “They would have the best of the best Kashanese mares,” Tekish said, a mug of creamy kumis in his hand. “Their riders will be faster than ours. Considerably.”

      “I’m told they have fast-firing matchlocks, almost to a man.” Pashang groaned.

      “What if we returned to Qandbajar?” Tekish said with some hesitance, as if not wanting to seem the coward. “It would be a defensible position.”

      “They have bombards.” Pashang inhaled cherry-flavored hashish from his hookah, the water in the glass bubbling. He blew it out. “Big fucking bombards.”

      “We can’t allow them to put us under siege,” I said. “The desert snows are a moon or two away. Qandbajar doesn’t have the supplies for winter.” Thanks to their shortsightedness. “It’s as bereft as we left it.”

      “She’s right.” Pashang exhaled another cloud of cherry. “The open desert is our advantage. But we also have to safeguard the oasis, especially the wells. I say we divide into three. We hold back our left and right until Babur attacks our center. He’ll want the oasis, so he’s not going to simply sit encamped and wait. Once he rushes toward our line, we feint retreat all the way back to the camp, and then encircle them.”

      “How bold of you, Khagan Pashang.” Gokberk puffed opium from his branch. “But your plan will thin our center. If that Seluqal scrotum breaks through, he’ll take the oasis, and then we’ll have to attack him to get it back. Zelthuriya would be lost on a fool’s gambit.”

      Pashang always went on and on about how we couldn’t attack positions defended by fast-firing matchlocks, so that sounded like a quagmire we didn’t want.

      “Does anyone have a better plan, then?” Pashang asked before inhaling more hashish.

      I stared at the map spread on the table. I tapped twice on the snaking Vogras River just east of Qandbajar. “They have to cross the Vogras to reach us. How treacherous can we make that crossing?”

      “There’s a village on our side of the bridge,” Pashang said. “I resettled some Vograsian tribes there.”

      “Would they help us?”

      Pashang shrugged. “They’re Path of the Saints, so I don’t know who they’d align with.”

      “I say we destroy the village,” Gokberk said, “and the bridge.”

      “You already destroyed their first village.” Pashang blew out smoke. “Last year. Remember?”

      “Touchy about that loss, Pashang?” Gokberk grinned in his ugly way. “Protective of those you failed to protect in the Vogras?”

      “Jotrid protection would mean nothing if I—”

      “Gokberk is right,” I interrupted my husband. “If those villagers make common cause with Shah Babur, he’ll have a river crossing, farmland, and water. We can’t just give these advantages to our enemy.”

      Pashang settled his hookah pipe on the floor, grimaced, and closed his eyes. “I’ll do it, then.” How strange to see him so pained by the suffering of others. Could it have something to do with his journey into Nora’s memories? He’d experienced her pain as if it were his own when he touched the bloodrune in The Melody of Nora. He’d been her when the Sylgiz murdered her family and drove her tribe off their land.

      With that issue settled, we took stock of equipment and food, drew battle maps, and reorganized tumens. Then we gave orders to the chiefs among the riders.

      My duty was far from done, though. It wasn’t the battle with the Kashanese that I had to win — it was the battle with Kevah. Babur could bring elephants, armies, and bombards — all things I could trust Pashang and Gokberk to destroy. But Kevah could bring the Efreet, and only another sorcerer could counter that.

      To be certain of victory, I needed to become a proper starwriter. And for that, I needed a teacher.

      It was time I stopped being kind. It was time I brought one back from the dead, by whatever means necessary.

      

      Upon camels surrounded by saintcursers, I rode with Sadie to where the blood fog began. It had expanded since I’d last been this close. The bulging cloud folds almost seemed solid — a threshold between this world and another.

      We dismounted our camels. Sadie shuddered at the sight of the red mist and said, “Why have you brought me here?”

      “I’m sending you inside.”

      “Why?”

      I pushed The Melody of Aschere into her chest. “Take it and go.”

      I gestured to the saintcursers. On horseback, they formed a wall and aimed their arrows at her.

      “I’d rather just die here and now.”

      “Obviously.” I poked my staff into her flat stomach and pushed as hard as I could. She fell into the sand with an anguished whimper, the book thudding at her side.

      “I promised you a fate worse than death. If you won’t become Aschere, then you’re fated to become blood in that cloud. To be eaten, from the inside, by strange angels. I’m told they devour your soul, too. You’ll become part of an angel, Sadie.”

      I gestured for the biggest saintcurser to seize her. She cried out and writhed against him, but he was stronger. He dragged her forward. He forced her to her knees, grabbed her by the hair, and pushed her face through the wall of cloud.

      For a few seconds, her whimpers were the only sounds coming from that world.

      “What do you see?” I asked.

      “Please stop.”

      “What do you see?”

      “It’s dark… as if night.”

      It was early in the day in this world. How strange.

      “Until you see something wonderful, I’m not letting you out.” I tapped another saintcurser on the shoulder. “Make sure her eyes are open.”

      He pushed his hands into the fog and held Sadie’s eyelids open as she cried out.

      And then the thump of what could only be some massive beast shook the ground.

      “Do you see something?” I asked.

      Another thump rattled us.

      “No-no-no-no-no.” Her shrill despair did not move me.

      “You know, Markos gouged out his own eyes when he couldn’t look away from one of those things. It’s made me so curious. Could you describe it to me, please?”

      Sadie slid her right leg backward, jerked, and swept the saintcurser holding her. He fell onto his back. She grabbed the silver dagger from his belt, and with incredible fluidity, sliced his belly, then turned and stuck it between the other saintcurser’s eyes. The man fell, blood shooting from his forehead.

      The saintcursers on horseback aimed their arrows.

      “Don’t hurt her!” I screamed.

      Sadie dashed toward the black mare of the man she’d killed. She leapt onto the saddle in desperation.

      “Don’t let her get away!”

      A saintcurser on horseback galloped forward and lashed his whip, just as she dug her feet into the stirrups and pulled the reins.

      It caught her leg as her mare bolted. She fell onto the scrub amid the sand her mare kicked up.

      Sadie pulled at the whip ensnaring her leg and cried out in agony. I hoped she wasn’t bruised from the fall.

      The other saintcursers jumped off their horses, surrounded her, and piled on top.

      “Don’t bruise her even a little!” I needed her body in perfect shape. “Bring her back to the cloud. Hold her arms and legs, this time!”

      They finally got a grip on all her limbs, then dragged her screaming, writhing, and cursing to the blood cloud’s threshold. Ridiculous how many elite warriors it took to contain one thin woman.

      They stuck her head in the blood cloud and forced her eyes open. Meanwhile, a rider galloped to camp to get a healer for the stabbed, and stoically quiet, saintcurser, who was being treated and bandaged by a comrade.

      I let out a heavy breath and turned my attention to the woman I was torturing. “Let’s try this again. Sadie, what do you see?”

      Tones sounded — all sorts of highs and lows, as if made by deranged bell-bearers. Lights appeared in the blood fog, so bright they broke through the veil that separated us from it.

      Twelve lights. Snake-like shadows whirled around them, all obscured by the fog — at least for us, out here. I hoped Sadie could see it more clearly.

      She shrieked.

      “Tell me. What does it look like?”

      She would not cease shrieking.

      “It’s that scary, is it?”

      Then she coughed in a fit, as if she’d swallowed something down the wrong pipe. Every part of her shook.

      Her coughs turned back into wails.

      “Sadie. Tell me what you see.”

      She went silent.

      “Sadie? Are you all right, dear?”

      “I drank from the cup,” she whispered. “And now I hear the hymns. They say: ‘Remake the world. With the demons on your sword.’”

      “What does that mean?”

      She repeated it as another rumble shook the earth. More discordant tones sounded — this time shriller, angrier. The tones turned into some bizarre hymn, as if twelve high and low voices sang at the same time. The twelve lights twinkled and shifted their orbits, like the stars would when I connected them.

      Sadie said, “Remake the world. With the demons on your sword.” She kept saying it, repeating it faster and faster.

      Her body jerked. Every limb shook with their own little quakes. I worried she’d be foaming at the mouth.

      “Pull her out,” I ordered.

      The saintcursers pulled her back, obviously relieved to step away from the singing angel. Two of them lifted her up to face me.

      Her arms and legs would not cease shaking. Drool dripped from her lips. Her eyes had turned redder than her hair, tears of blood sliding down her cheeks.

      “What did it look like?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Or maybe you need to take another look? Closer, this time?”

      Her wide eyes showed no spark. But she still breathed — far too fast. I could even hear her heartbeats.

      I picked up The Melody of Aschere. I dusted sand off the cover, then flipped it open to the bloodrune. “Would you like to be with that angel, Sadie?” I held it open in front of her. “Or would you rather die and be reborn?”

      She looked down at the bloodrune. I waited. And waited. As I was about to slam the book closed, she raised the jitteriest finger, then slid it across the page and onto the rune.

      Her amber pupils turned emerald before her eyes shut.

      

      “Rose,” she uttered in Sirmian upon gasping awake. We’d put her to bed in my yurt two hours ago. She sat up, “Where is Kevah?”

      Why would Aschere ask for Kevah? Was it because he’d killed her? Did she still fear his blade?

      I smiled, tasting the sweet fruition of my plan. He could never kill her again, could he? He’d have to kill Sadie to kill Aschere now, and he definitely didn’t have the strength for that.

      I’d achieved a great victory, but the war wasn’t yet won.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her in Sirmian.

      “I’m… Lunara.”

      “Lunara?” That was the woman Saurva had compared me unfavorably to. I scratched my head. “Is your name not Aschere?”

      The woman obviously recognized the name, with how her gaze lowered upon hearing it. She stared at her bound hands and gave herself a thorough look over.

      “Why am I… why am I in a different body?”

      “Is your name Aschere or not?”

      She let out a tense breath. “It hurts.”

      “What does?”

      “My wounds… they ache…”

      Couldn’t this woman just answer my question? I didn’t want us to start on bad footing, so wouldn’t press her too much.

      “Perhaps you should rest,” I said. “But for my peace of mind, will you just tell me if you are indeed Aschere?” I’d almost forgotten how to be genuinely polite — instead of venomously polite — and it seemed strange to temper myself.

      “I am Aschere.” She gave me a shallow nod. “Who are you? What sorcery did you use to bring me back in this body?”

      I showed her my hands. “I can touch the stars, like you. But I just follow the pattern. I touch the ones that are throbbing and shaking, and draw lines between them until they meet the Blood Star. The results are so unpredictable. I brought you back because I’m told you know a more precise way to starwrite.”

      “Are you truly a starwriter?” Her eyes widened in obvious terror.

      “Indeed, I am. Why do you find that so scary?”

      “You should not have brought me back.” Pink tears leaked from her still bloodshot eyes. “I don’t think you understand what you’ve done. It needed to die with me.”

      “What did?”

      “No matter what, I will never teach it to you or anyone.”

      “Teach what?” I sighed, frustrated with her vagueness. I ought to let her rest. “Look, you’re in a panic. I can bring you hashish or opium or whatever you’d like to ease your mind.”

      She looked at her bound hands again. I obviously didn’t want her to be able to starwrite, and I think she realized that. Though she didn’t have a willing partner here, I couldn’t be too careful.

      “Is it uncomfortable?” I asked. “I’m sorry, but I can’t unbind you. At least not yet.”

      “Don’t follow in my folly. Don’t do what they ask of you. Their promises of Paradise are lies. It all leads to ruin. It all leads to doom.”

      She was speaking of the Great Terror, wasn’t she? What Basil and the Ethosians called “The End of Epochs”. Saurva had promised Paradise to those who helped Hawwa bring it to fruition.

      Strange that she sounded so remorseful. I did not expect that from the great and terrible Aschere. A woman who’d motivated Eshe to torture a young girl. Who’d brought so much despair to Sirm. Whom everyone seemed to regard with total hatred.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not trying to bring about the Great Terror.” I put my hand to my heart. “I’m trying to stop it. That’s why I need your help.”

      She regarded me with a suspicious look. I had to carefully consider my words. I had to be as honest sounding as possible without being truthful.

      “My head…” She crushed her eyelids in obvious pain.

      I ordered a guard to bring her opium tea. After a few sips, she fell asleep. In the meantime, I spoke to Celene to get her help in making Aschere trust me.

      Aschere awoke a few hours later. This time, I’d readied a meal and drink. Something a Sirmian might like: barley water, soft bread, and lamb kebab drenched in goat cheese, with roasted onions, herbs, and tomatoes on the side. I fed her myself, and was relieved to see how eagerly she chewed.

      “You eat like you just survived a famine.” I smiled as good-naturedly as I could. “Did they not feed you in the afterlife? Or was the food not as good?”

      She stopped chewing and glared at me in horror. “I… I don’t remember.”

      “It was only a joke.” I gave her my most innocent giggle, then scooped some bread, kebab, and tomato into her mouth.

      After she’d had her fill, I ordered a guard to fetch some cherry sherbet, which was also the cue for Celene to walk in.

      Aschere’s emerald pupils bulged in surprise. “Celene Saturnus. Last I heard, you were a captive of Shah Murad.”

      “I am a captive no longer.” Celene smiled with genuine happiness — perhaps the only one for miles who still could. “Cyra has been my earnest protector.”

      “Would you please tell me where I am?” Aschere asked. “And when I am?”

      “It is almost fifteen moons since Shah Murad defeated my grandfather,” Celene said. “But between then and now, far worse has happened.”

      “You are in Alanya, outside Holy Zelthuriya,” I added.

      Aschere nodded in acceptance. “Please, let me see my face.”

      This part was going to be difficult to explain. I passed her a small mirror and took a deep breath. “You are in the body of a woman named Sadie. To help me save this kingdom, she sacrificed herself to bring you back.”

      Aschere beheld her own reflection. Her jaw dropped. “How can this be? Sadie died.”

      “She was brought back. By Kevah.”

      “Where is Kevah?”

      Too much hinged on this question. I could not yet tell how she regarded Kevah, but by her tone, I sensed a rather surprising undercurrent of longing.

      “Kevah is upon a dark path,” I said. “He now serves the Dreamer.”

      “No.” Aschere shook her head furiously. “That can’t be!”

      “He wears the Archangel for armor. He murdered my mother. He even tried to murder Celene.”

      “I know this is difficult to hear, but it’s true,” Celene said in the gentlest voice. “He serves evil, yet pretends to serve the good. He is the worst of deceivers.”

      “It is my fault!” Aschere shouted, as if in mourning. “It is all my fault!”

      “It’s all right.” I stroked her hair. “You have a second chance to make amends. Mankind needs you, Aschere. Kevah is too powerful. He commands the Efreet to burn believers. It’s possible he’s even coerced the Shah of Kashan into doing his bidding. We need you to help us stop him. We need you to help us save this kingdom, and all lands where Lat is worshipped, from the evil he intends.”

      “But when last we met, he was resolute. He did not surrender to Hawwa’s promises. He stayed strong, even when offered the one thing he cherished.”

      “Something changed him,” I said. “Now he will do anything to bring about the Great Terror. He wants to seize Zelthuriya and open the Gate. I and my army are the only things standing in his way.”

      Aschere gasped. “How do you know about the Gate?”

      “I know a great many things. I learned them from a friend of mine. You might know him. His name is Eshe.”

      “The bloodwriting Disciple?”

      “Indeed. Something awful has happened in Alanya. An angel named Marot tempted Kevah, and together they brought the blood plague to this land. It now shrouds Zelthuriya. Eshe and I are trying to lift this plague.”

      “Eshe saw me for what I was, even if he did go too far.”

      “He regrets what he did to that girl. But in a way, Ruhi’s suffering was your fault, wasn’t it?”

      “I am sorry. For all the ruin I brought. But… only the Palace of Bones can bestow the power to starwrite. And the Palace of Bones corrupts hearts.” Tension welled in her glare. “So why then should I believe anything you’ve said? What if it’s all been meant to trick me? What if you’re the one serving Hawwa, and you’re just trying to—” She suddenly went silent. What was she hiding?

      Before I could expose her secrets, I had to lay mine bare. “It is true. I endured the Palace of Bones. I was flung between stars. And for a time, I walked a dark path.” I let my voice quaver. “But like you, I awoke to what I was doing. And now I want nothing more than to use my power for good.”

      “She speaks truly,” Celene said. “In all these moons that I’ve been far from home, I went from one cruel jailer to another yet more cruel. By the time Cyra found me, I’d resigned all hope. But her kindness restored my faith. She wrote to my father, reassuring him that I was in good health, and even offered to send me home, which was what my heart yearned for more than all else. But I refused. I refused because I wanted to help her, more than I wanted to enjoy the air of the Hyperion highlands.”

      Aschere remained pensive and stiff. I had to show her this kinder side that Celene so eloquently extolled. So I began untying the rope around her wrists.

      “I worried, when I revived you, that you would be like the Aschere in the stories. I worried what I would have to do to convince you to help. But now I see you are remorseful.”

      Once her hands were free, she massaged them. Sadie’s copper skin color poured back in. Aschere felt her own face and arms and legs. “It’s so strange… being in this body.”

      “Sadie was fit and strong, although she’d not been eating well these past moons. Meanwhile, I am lame. Celene is healthy, but she’s young and doesn’t have the body of an archer. We all agreed you needed a strong body for this, and Sadie… well, she was full of melancholy because of Kevah’s awful deeds. I hate to say it, but I think deciding to do this was her way of sparing herself further suffering — and having some good come of it.”

      Aschere stared at her own slender thighs. “Kevah loved this woman. Now I am her. Or rather, she is me.”

      “Aschere.” I took her hands. “We only have a few days before Kevah comes here with an army. I don’t want to starwrite blindly. Whenever I do, there are such awful consequences.” I gave her hands a soft squeeze. “You have to help me be deliberate and precise, so we can stop Kevah from seizing Zelthuriya and opening the Gate.”

      She nodded with understanding. “Is there anyone who loves you, that you trust?”

      “My mother, but Kevah burned her with the smokeless flame. Then there is my husband… but I am uncertain of his love for me.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your mother. But if there’s no one who reliably loves you — even if it’s just puppy love — then you can’t starwrite.”

      Perhaps I couldn’t rush becoming a proper starwriter. It would take time to develop a loving relationship with someone. Even if I managed to do that in the next few days, Kevah would likely target that person.

      “Don’t be sorry. You had nothing to do with it. So if I can’t starwrite, is there any other way to defeat the Efreet, that you know of?”

      She sipped her barley water. “An Efreet is a mighty creature. Only another jinn — or an angel — could defeat one.”

      I stroked my chin. Now we were getting somewhere. “There are angels in the blood fog. Could we lure them out, maybe? Use evil to fight evil?”

      “If you did, the Efreet would not dare go near an angel. They would refuse to help Kevah instead of risk their own souls becoming part of an angel’s soul sea.” Aschere settled her cup on the floor table with a jittery hand. Then she looked up at the hole in the yurt. “I want to see the sky. Please. It has been too long.”

      “A stroll would be wonderful.” I grabbed my staff and faced Celene. “You wait here, dear. We’ll be back in a short while.”

      As we left my yurt, Aschere gazed toward the daunting, pink cloud that covered Zelthuriya and its environs. She stared at it for a good while, her face awash with guilt.

      Good. If she thought it was her fault — and, indirectly, it was since she’d began all this horror — then she’d be more pliable and willing to help me.

      We walked to where some Jotrids were making ice. They’d dug deep ditches, erected canopies over them, and filled them with water. Soon enough, the water would foam and solidify. We walked among the yellow grasses beside these ditches, the canopies fluttering in the breeze.

      “How did you ever bring together the Jotrids and Sylgiz?” Aschere asked. How lovely to hear such amazement for my crowning achievement. “Even in the holy city, the Jotrids and Sylgiz would collide in an alley somewhere, and within seconds, there would be teeth flying around.”

      “We’re united because we have to be to survive. The Seluqals were intolerably oppressive. They buried people alive because their doctrines differed slightly from those of the Fount. Now we champion those people.”

      “You speak of the Path of the Children.” Aschere sighed with sadness. “It’s true… they always were trodden upon.”

      “I want to create an Alanya for the downtrodden. But Kevah… he has bewitched the Seluqals and the Fount and made them all the worse. He wears the Path of the Saints like a cloak to cover up the evil he truly serves — the Dreamer. And now, so many follow him into the darkness, believing him their savior.”

      She resembled a little girl ready to burst into tears. I still did not understand what she felt toward him.

      “He was a good man,” she said. “He was always a good man. But what I did broke him. I was so ungrateful. I turned away from so much blessing… for what?”

      “What exactly did you turn away from?”

      “From my husband. From my son. From my adopted daughter. From the man who’d raised me. From my home. From everything one should cherish.”

      “Your husband…”

      When we’d parleyed in the desert, Kevah had said, “I hate what turned my wife into a witch that sacrificed her son for power.” I’d been wondering what he’d meant by that, all this time.

      Only now did the pieces smash together in my mind. “Kevah?”

      She nodded while staring into one of the ice-filled ditches.

      Kevah had been married to Aschere? When? So Kevah had killed his own wife, then? There was much more to this story than I’d ever imagined.

      “What matters now is that we save Kevah,” I said. “Save him from himself. From sins that can never be washed clean. And the only way to do that is—”

      “To kill him,” she finished. “But if there’s a way to avoid that, then we have to try.”

      I shook my head. “I am sorry, but I cannot take that risk. If I ever have him in my grasp, I will deal a killing blow. Surely you realize why.”

      “Yes, I do.” Tears glistened on her less-and-less bloodshot eyes. “He stabbed me to death for the same reason.”

      “I pray that all his sins will be forgiven. I pray that his life in Barzakh and thereafter will be one of bliss, not agony. But for us to have peace in this life, he must die. We must relieve the world of his tyranny.”

      “He was a good man,” she repeated. “It’s this world that turns good men evil.”

      “I know.” I wiped a clear tear off her cheek. “He was a good man when I first met him, too. He even tried to help me. But what can I say? He became what he became, just as you did. Only you’ve been given a second chance. You must make the most of it.”

      A spark shone in her emerald eyes. “Do you know how to navigate Labyrinthos?”

      Now was a good time to balance my lies with a raw honesty. “I was once able to follow the fireflies. But the place terrifies me too much. I fear ever returning.”

      “I cried the first time I went in,” she said. “But I got used to it. To travel long distances in a short time… it’s a power you’d do well not to dismiss.”

      “Kevah does that with his flying jinn. You’re right. It’s given him a great advantage.”

      “Labyrinthos has many risks, though. You might see things, and these things can damage your mind if you don’t turn away fast enough.”

      I felt a pinprick of guilt about what I’d done to Sadie. “But only one of my eyes has the sight of the unseen. Maybe I can just keep my eyepatch on.”

      “No. There are entities that break the veil. That all eyes can behold. You must be ready to look away at the soonest.”

      “I can do that. I’ve looked away from a lot of awful things, all my life.”

      We both stared at the closest ditch as the ice inside melted. Steam shot upward. A hot haze spread around us.

      A cry sounded nearby.

      A burning man ran across the yellow grass, leaving a trail of fire. His screams were the shrillest thing I’d ever heard, until his lungs burned out.

      Aschere clung to my arm, tremors running through her.

      I spun my head around as flames erupted amid the trees, grasses, and yurts. The outline of an armored warrior appeared in the darkening haze. I could not allow him to see Aschere’s green eyes on Sadie’s face.

      “Please forgive me for this.” I grabbed Aschere’s shoulders and pulled her down with me into the grass. I pushed her face into the dirt. Then I unsheathed the dagger Basil had given me and put the flat of the white blade against her nape.

      “Give her to me.” Kevah’s steel voice boomed from the sky, as if he were a god.

      “You’ll never have her.” My voice quavered more than I wished it to.

      “Give her to me and maybe I won’t burn everyone you’ve ever known.”

      I pressed the tip of the white dagger into Aschere’s nape, drawing blood. I ignored her muffled moans.

      “Sorry,” I whispered in her ear. “Can you breathe?”

      She shook her head with a violent twist. I loosened my hold, hoping that she wouldn’t gaze up to look at him.

      “Where did you get that dagger?” Kevah asked from somewhere behind the thick smoke.

      “From Basil. He gave it to me along with a letter from Kyars. They need your help. You should focus on saving your shah, not your lover. Or are you just as selfish as everyone else?”

      Jotrids and Sylgiz warriors ran through the smoke toward me. I told one to sprint to my yurt and fetch Kyars’ letter, which I’d kept in my clothes chest.

      “Give Sadie back to me.”

      “I’ll kill her, Kevah. Don’t think I won’t after what you did to my mother.”

      “Blame yourself. You used her love to summon evil. I don’t enjoy burning old women, but I will burn anything and anyone to stop you.”

      “Justify it however you want. But if you don’t stop this, Sadie’s blood will water this soil.”

      The rider returned with the scroll in hand. I took it and tossed it into the haze. “Read it for yourself!”

      I heard Kevah pick it up and open it. Then I heard it ignite. Kevah tossed the burning paper back at me.

      “Aren’t you going to help your shah? Don’t you realize how dire it is in Zelthuriya? Some twisted angel could kill him, at any moment.”

      A line of fire erupted at my side. I had to show him I wasn’t joking. I sliced into Aschere’s ear. She shrieked. I lifted the dagger to show Kevah the blood.

      Jotrids and Sylgiz surrounded me. A hundred nocked arrows and matchlocks aimed at the outline in the smoke. But our weapons could not pierce his black armor.

      “Sadie… I want you to know that I love you. But I will not allow my love to smother my wrath.”

      By being so cold and cruel, Kevah was playing into my hands. Though I’d have some explaining to do, it wouldn’t be as hard to convince Aschere of his wickedness.

      I clutched her ear and put pressure on the cut I’d made. My hands slickened with her blood.

      Kevah emerged from the smoke. He pointed his finger at a line of Jotrids. As soon as he did, smokeless fire erupted from their bellies. I couldn’t see the Efreet because my eyepatch was still on. Then he pointed to a throng of Sylgiz, and the same horrible fire burst out of them. Screams and flaming bodies filled the oasis.

      I could only look on as my people burned. Whereas ice had once terrified me, now it was the flame I feared.

      Aschere pushed up and flung me off.

      “Kevah! Stop!” she shouted, now on her knees, blood sliding down her cheek. “Janissary of the Rose!”

      His eyes caught hers. He slowly lowered his gunmetal-covered hand.

      By now, smoke streamed down my throat. I stayed on all fours and could not stop coughing.

      “Your eyes…” Kevah said, though his voice got fainter as I coughed the life out of me.

      My eyebrows seared. Then my eyeballs heated. And even my breaths choked me.

      “You’re burning Latians,” Aschere said. “You’ve gone astray, like Magus Agneya.”

      Pashang came to my side. “I’m here, now.”

      I’d never been so relieved. He picked me up as my mind and body grew distant.
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      I’d stared into those green eyes for much of my life. But by Lat and all the dead and living saints — why did Sadie have Lunara’s eyes?

      The moment I asked myself the question, the answer sprouted from a dreadful, dark fear I didn’t know dwelt in my heart. Cyra had brought Lunara back, just how Marot had brought Zedra back.

      Surrounded by smoke, screams, and a burning so hot I cooked in my armor, I faced the woman with red hair and green eyes. She’d inhaled so much smoke, and like Cyra, could do nothing but clutch her chest and cough.

      “Stop all the burning!” I shouted at Zaban.

      The smokeless fire floating above me vanished. But that didn’t stop the secondary, smoking fires caused by the heat that now engulfed the yurts, grasses, and people.

      “Lunara… is it truly you?” I asked.

      We could sort that out later. This was my chance to save her. Nothing mattered more. I dashed forward and reached out, eager to grab her and have Kinn whisk us away.

      I clutched her arm and pulled her warm body into me. “Kinn, fly us out!”

      A scream of pain pierced my back. I swiveled and slashed my black sword at whoever had stabbed me.

      Pashang. He lunged at my chest with his glowing white dagger. I sidestepped and swiped Black Rose at his neck.

      He ducked just in time, then thrust his dagger at me.

      “It’s the Tear of the Archangel!” Kinn screamed from somewhere above.

      I backstepped to dodge his thrust. Before I could split Pashang in half, Kinn grabbed my shoulders and rocketed me into the sky.

      “Fire at the bleeding spot in his back!” Pashang shouted.

      “Fuck.” The pain was nauseating enough, and the flight only made it worse. I touched where Pashang’s dagger had cut, and came away with a dark shade of blood.

      Arrows and matchlock fire filled the air around me. Some whizzed by. Others impacted my armor with a thud or ping.

      Luckily, none found the hole Pashang had made in my back plate with his Tear dagger.

      Kinn turned so my back wasn’t facing the mass of archers and matchlock men. He fluttered straight upward until all I could see was the haze of the burning I’d brought. Behind that haze, I’d left so much char. So many blackened bodies, torched yurts, and blazing trees. As we ascended into the heavens, shrill wails sounded from the Sylgiz-Jotrid camp.

      “Told you this was a reckless idea!” Kinn said.

      “Cyra resurrected Lunara in Sadie’s body. We have to go back!”

      “We’re not going back. We’re going to a healer.”

      “I had her in my arms!” I grunted and writhed. “Take me back!”

      “Unless you want to drop out of the sky, you’ll stop moving!”

      Nausea bubbled in my stomach and rose into my chest as we soared. When the dizziness reached my head, I could no longer grip myself and turned faint.

      

      “Apply more pressure! He’s losing too much blood.” The voice echoed from somewhere across a white expanse. Somewhere filled with a rippling, milky light.

      “Any more pressure and he’ll burst. Can we at least sew the hole?”

      I drifted across this expanse, and now the voices neared.

      “Even if we did, the bleeding is deep, and worse, the liver is impacted. This man is going to die.”

      When I blinked, I saw a blurry brown surface. A table. I was face down on it.

      “Sultana Esme won’t forgive us for that. ‘He is our champion.’ You heard her words.”

      Pain and numbness coursed through me like stormy tides.

      “Then you know whom we have to call.” The voice grew distant, as if I were once again drowning in a deep dark sea.

      

      I dreamt of green eyes. I saw that fish swallow Lunara, and her green eyes appear on its body. Within her eyes were the stars themselves, and they orbited each other in patterns that were like letters.

      I once saw her make these letters in the belly of Labyrinthos. She drew them upon the stars, as if forming her own constellations with her fingers. With this writing, she summoned the Archangel from the abyss of the Blood Star.

      Only now could I digest a terrifying fact: that was no trick. The stars did move. But how could a human make a star move? It was as if an ant had made a mountain move. And yet Lunara and Cyra could do it.

      Why them? Why did the Dreamer curse them with these powers? And given such curses, could I blame them for their evil? Perhaps it was as Taqi said:

      The taste of power, like a sip of wine,

      Can quickly lead the heart astray,

      With wisdom drowned and judgment blind,

      Corruption blossoms, night and day.

      Ah, what a delight to pluck an entire poem. Perhaps this sea of dreams was not so bad. Maybe I was in Barzakh, finally. It was my turn to be reprieved. To find some peace before the final judgment.

      At least I could stop pretending. I could throw down all the masks, all the layers I’d built to hide my fears — like the tiresome armor of strength I wore, so that others could have a vessel for their hopes. Now I was like a feather — far too light to hold my own hopes, let alone anyone else’s.

      All I wanted was to let go. All I wanted was the safety and impermanence of dreams. But a fire erupted, somewhere in the sky. A fire the color of blood. It blazed in the pattern of a tree — the tree which birthed time itself.

      The smoke of this fire had a mouth. Like the most vicious Efreet, it swallowed me. And so I descended into a deeper coffin, where even my thoughts and dreams slept.

      

      Of all things, the squeak of an opening door finally roused me from these strange dreams. I lifted my head to see a man standing in chainmail, a dagger and two swords on his belt. I’d not seen this yellow-bearded spy in some time.

      “Aicard,” I wheezed out. I barely felt my body. They must’ve filled me with poppy.

      “I’ll get the healers.”

      “I’m alive, right? If so, the healers can wait. Close the door and let’s talk.”

      He shut the door and knelt, facing me. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “First tell me what you made of Shah Babur.”

      “Babur… when I arrived at his court in Rohnshar a moon ago, he was consumed with plans to fight the Sargosans at sea. I used plenty of my usual tricks to convince him to march this way, but they did not move him in the slightest. The man is as stubborn as a mountain. Whatever brought him here, it wasn’t my pleading.” Aicard sighed. “Now it’s your turn to spill.”

      That sounded like the Babur I knew. He had his own agenda, which I’d have to remain wary of lest it run counter to mine.

      “Aschere is back.”

      “What?”

      “Just how Marot brought Zedra back, Cyra brought Aschere back. And she used Sadie’s body to do it.”

      His face paled. “I’m sorry to hear that.” His gaze turned mournful.

      I wondered what my face looked like. More than that, I wondered what I felt like beneath all this poppy. Was I angry? Was I sad? Or was it the all-too-familiar and utterly noxious mix of both?

      Aicard gripped the hilt of his shamshir. “What do you think Cyra is planning?”

      I had to pick up all these burdens, again. And I had to do so without any comfort. Without any reassurance that god would help me, because god was dead. “The Opener.”

      “Opener?”

      “Aschere was looking for the Opener. Someone who would help her open the Gate. This must be Cyra’s aim, as well. Once they open the Gate, everything will perish. We’ll all enter the soul sea of a new creation. We’ll become part of new angels, born from the egg we all live upon.”

      Aicard was the only one I could tell these truths to. But from how he tightened his jittering grip on the hilt of his shamshir, even he seemed to fear them.

      “Where did you learn all this?”

      “From Eblas, Sultan of the Efreet. You and Sadie were right, all along.”

      “So you’ve gained their allegiance. That’s good news.” He stroked his yellow beard. “I don’t mean to change the topic, but to properly discuss this, we need to be on the same page. First, I need to tell you about the rumors I heard in Kashan.”

      “Rumors?”

      “Do you know what’s going on in the islands to the south?”

      “I know Kashan and Sargosa contest them.”

      Aicard nodded. “Some are controlled by Sargosa, who are technically a client of Crucis. But apparently the roles have reversed. Sargosa has become rich through trade and plunder, and after the Crucian defeat at the Syr Darya, they now play kingmaker in Crucis.”

      “So what’s come of it?”

      “Sargosa’s fleets are so numerous and their galleons so tall, that the Kashanese are struggling to defeat them. Even with the help of two magi. So Babur sold one of his islands to the Empire of Silk, thereby gaining a powerful ally against Sargosa. In response, the Sargosans sold one of their own islands to a country called Talitos.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “You’ve never heard of it because it lies beyond the sea mists.”

      Another strange complication. “Can we get a hookah in here?”

      “You shouldn’t mix hashish and opium.”

      “Why not? Never had a problem doing that.”

      Aicard chuckled and shook his head. “I’ve seen stronger men stop breathing from it.”

      “Who’s stronger than me?”

      “Just listen. Listen with an unclouded mind. I’ve told you before that I originally come from beyond the sea mist. I only found myself in Sargosa after something strange happened to me. I was a child, so I remember little about the island I was born on… just fleeting images.”

      I wished I could roll onto my back. Being on my stomach for so long, my cheek submerged in a pillow, was getting uncomfortable. “I remember you saying something about a pillar of light.”

      “On the island, we were surrounded by… creatures. Some were in the water. Others were in the sky. Once in a while, they would emerge on land, as well.”

      “What kind of creatures?”

      “I don’t remember ever seeing one, but we always had a sense that they were there.”

      I’d always had a sense that jinn were around me, even before I could see the unseen. Perhaps what Aicard had described was similar. “All right. What else do you remember about this place?”

      “On the island, none of us had mothers or fathers. Sisters or brothers. Husbands or wives.”

      “So how did you relate to each other?”

      “We were all the same. And we all lived in fear. And sometimes… sometimes people would leave and never return. Only later did I learn… those people were sacrifices.”

      “Sacrifices?”

      Aicard nodded. “These pillars of light would rise from the ocean, all around us. And then these tones would sound from the sky.”

      The door squeaked open again. A serving girl with a rather sharp chin peeked through. She eyed me with surprise, then hurried back from where she came, likely to get the healers.

      “Tones, you say?”

      “On that day, the elders would come and take large groups of people. They’d take them atop these massive black pyramids that were so mighty they pierced the clouds. And we’d never see them again.”

      Sounded like one of Tengis’ scary stories. “So is this what’s going on beyond the mist? And here I was hoping they had rare, never-before-seen flavors of hookah there.”

      “Maybe they do.” Aicard chuckled nervously. “I’m only talking about a single island. But ever since my time there, I’ve known that these beings do not love us. They tolerate us for one reason or another. I mean, a single earthquake can level a city that took hundreds of years to build. A healthy person can die the next day from some disease that he’s never even seen before. We are tolerated, barely.” He sighed, the tension in him obvious. “That’s not the end of my story, though.”

      “You began in strength with human sacrifices. I’m looking forward to hearing what comes next.”

      “One day, the pillars of light appeared and the tones sounded. I was among those rounded up to be sacrificed. It took an entire day to climb the pyramid, and several boys and girls died on the way. I remember taking the final step onto the flat surface at the top, which was above the clouds.”

      “And then?”

      “And then I woke up in Sargosa.”

      My stiffness kept me from shaking my head. “That’s a strange ending.”

      Aicard went to the silver tray on the corner table. He poured himself some ice water, and downed it in one go.

      “It’s not over,” he said upon returning to me. “I woke up in an orphanage. And when I looked at my reflection in the water, I realized I was not myself. I was not in the same body that I’d inhabited while living on the island.”

      I shuddered from a sudden cold. “Did you soulshift or something?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe you just dreamt the whole thing.”

      “If I’m sure of anything, it’s that it wasn’t a dream.”

      “Then maybe you died and were reborn.”

      Aicard stared at his hands. “Even now… I get the sense that these are not my hands. That I’m just borrowing them. Even now, I change the part I’m playing because I know I can never be myself again.”

      “Maybe that’s what Lunara is feeling.”

      “What are you going to do about her?” He seemed a shade relieved to have told me his story. But now I had yet more burdens to carry, and doubts to eat at my shins.

      “I don’t know.” Lunara replacing Sadie was too much to dwell upon. But it didn’t mean Sadie had died. She was still there, like Nora was when Zedra occupied her body. “I will defeat Cyra, free Zelthuriya, and reaffirm Kyars as the rightful Seluqal Shah of Alanya. And I’ll get Lunara back.” And then would I bring Sadie back? I’d be killing Lunara, again. But it was Sadie’s body, and I loved Sadie. But I also loved Lunara.

      Too much to consider while high on poppy.

      Aicard gripped his shamshir’s handle again. “What if that’s what they want you to do?”

      “‘They?’”

      “The gods.”

      I laughed, and it pained my chest. I needed more poppy. “I can’t play a guessing game with the gods. I have to do what I think is right.”

      “But do you really think this is the time to fight a war of succession? Does it matter who the Shah of Alanya is?”

      “Of course it matters. The Shah of Alanya protects Zelthuriya, and Zelthuriya protects the Gate.” Even if Murad held sway over Zelthuriya, it was a day’s ride from Qandbajar, the Seat of Alanya. That made Qandbajar the gate to Zelthuriya, in a way. “Without a decent man on the throne, the angels and their followers will take advantage of the chaos a bad leader would create — as they have always done.”

      “And is Kyars a good leader? Do you need reminding of how indulgent he is?”

      “Most shahs enjoy the delights offered to them. But I’ve seen him sober as many times as I’ve seen him drunk. And I know he cares about the people — far more than Cyra, undeniably. Most important of all… he listens to me.”

      Aicard chuckled. “Of course. You want to steer the ship, don’t you?”

      “If I didn’t have one hand on the wheel, I wouldn’t be able to sleep. Kyars is balanced. He’s strong enough to be decisive when it matters, yet willing to give in to his advisors when it’s the wiser course. He will do what he believes is right.”

      “And so must I.” Aicard stood. “I’m going to the islands to meet with the people from Talitos. I must learn the truth, and I think they have it.”

      If I could unlearn the truth, I would. Oh how I missed my blissful little island of ignorance. “Is the truth really worth it? During the early days of the siege of Rastergan, there was this enchanting, onyx-eyed woman who’d bake us bread. I was in love with Lunara, but even I snuck in a few glances whenever she’d stir flour. One day, a dozen janissaries dropped dead from sickness. Selim suspected poison, so he took her, nailed her to a post, and flayed her in front of her family.

      “Do you know what she looked like behind her radiant skin? Blood and muscle and sinew and bone — that was the truth hiding behind her softness. Do you want to know what a single thrust of a dagger can spill out of you? No, if we dwelt on the truth, we’d never leave our hovels. We’d be out of our minds with fear.”

      “Was she actually guilty?”

      I shrugged. “No way to know, now. Selim believed whatever truth he wanted to believe. All I know is, we won the siege of Rastergan.”

      “And how far has your own ignorance gotten you? How happy are you at the mercy of things you refuse to understand?”

      He was right. But in a way, so was I. Truth or happiness was a choice we all had to make, and both led to their own varieties of ruin. “I wish you all the fortune on the sea, Aicard.”

      

      Minutes after Aicard left, my door squeaked open once more. Again, I beheld a man I’d not seen in some time.

      “So you’re the one who saved me,” I said to him. “Explains why Ruhi isn’t here.”

      Eshe nodded. His rough caftan hung loosely off his bony form. “Sorry about the bloodrune I painted on your back. At least you can hide it under your shirt.”

      “Believe me, I’ve made worse trades for my life than a tattoo. What are you doing here, Eshe?”

      “I live here. Merva is my home.”

      “Ah, yes. I’d forgotten that you were a local.”

      Should I tell him about Lunara? Could I trust Eshe, considering what he’d done to Ruhi?

      “I want to talk to you about something.” He shut the door but stayed standing, hands folded at the front. “I have spent two moons poring through every tome my father ever collected. And yet, a cure for the blood plague still eludes me.”

      So that was his true reason for coming home. “Well, I don’t know it.”

      “I heard you were sighted flying in and out of the blood fog. Is it true?”

      “It is.”

      “What’s it like, in there?”

      Such an innocent-sounding question. Ought I to burden Eshe with the truth? Perhaps, like Aicard, he hungered for it.

      “The blood cloud is an evil place. The Crucians Cyra summoned are plagued by all manner of strange maladies, and their own angels torment them night and day. Only Chisti’s shrine is safe.”

      “Angels? Can you describe them?”

      I thought of that angel with the twelve lights. I closed my eyes and did my best to suppress the fear coursing through me. Those tones sounded in my ears. And from distant stars, hymns gripped my mind like tentacles. “I’d rather not.”

      “Then I’ll have to see them for myself.”

      “You’d be a fool to.”

      Eshe snickered. “While you’re all busy fighting about who should rule Alanya, someone has to do something for the people. You do realize what happened in Himyar? You do realize that the blood plague will spread? If it’s anything like the one in my homeland, it’ll cover much of Alanya and even parts of southern Sirm. And should it spread eastward, not even Jalut’s Jaw can keep it from swallowing Kashan.”

      Ruhi had made plain that Eshe thought himself a savior. I suppose we were alike, in that regard.

      “What do you want from me?” I asked. “My blessing? You have it. Go and do what you must to save us all.”

      “It’s what I’ve always done.”

      “I know you try. You’re not lacking in good intentions. It’s your judgment that I wonder about. Even us janissaries are not so eager to torment the innocent.”

      “If I second guessed my judgment, then what would I achieve? I was made a bloodwriter from birth, and I believe it was for a reason. I can’t sit around stewing in doubt.”

      “You tortured an innocent girl. Then you supported an evil one, up until it was too late. You, of all people, should take a moment to stew in doubt. It might make you a better man.”

      “I’ll consider your advice.” He opened the door and turned to leave.

      “Wait,” I said. “There’s something you should know.”

      He stopped at the threshold. I didn’t want to tell him this, but reminded by how far this man was willing to go, I ought to leave him with a warning, at least.

      “If you harm a hair on Sadie’s body, I’ll gut you, Eshe.”

      He glared at me. “That one time we fought was more of a misunderstanding. She did put an arrow in me, but I have no quarrel with her.”

      He had a quarrel with Lunara, though, and I doubted he’d spare Sadie if it meant he could kill Lunara. “Eshe… Sadie is not Sadie anymore.”

      “What? What are you not telling me?”

      I truly feared what he would do to her. In that moment, lying on my belly, the poppy having worn off and the pains of my body making themselves known, I digested that Sadie was gone. I couldn’t have lunch with her while talking out our problems. Or just enjoy an easy silence while nipping on dates. Even to my mind, we seemed like an odd pairing, but there was something about being in her presence that I adored. I wanted nothing more than to bring her back, like I’d already done once before.

      “Cyra has brought Aschere back, just as Zedra was brought back by Marot. In Sadie’s body.”

      Eshe stared at me in silent shock.

      “Promise me, Eshe, that you will not harm Sadie.”

      “I cannot make any such promise. You must realize why.”

      “If you hurt her, I will do worse to you than you did to Ruhi. I will ensure you suffer like a—”

      “If I hurt her, it’ll be for a good reason.” He raised his voice over mine. “It’ll be for the sake of mankind.”

      “No!” It hurt, but I had to shout. “Listen to me, Eshe. Before I killed Aschere, she was penitent. She regretted what she’d done.”

      “If that’s true, then she won’t help Cyra.”

      “But she doesn’t know what’s going on. Cyra must’ve told her lies!”

      “Even so… I can’t allow either of them to make things worse. My duty is to the land and its people.”

      I snickered so darkly. “Duty? Who holds you to it? The Disciples stripped you of position.”

      “Do you think that’s what duty is? Service to a shah or sheikh? We all have a duty, but it’s to each other. It’s not to the bastards sitting on top of us.”

      I tried to get up, but my back cried out in fiery pain. Eshe took the chance to hurry out of the room.

      “Fuck.” I hoped he’d take my threat as seriously as his duty.

      

      Thanks to Eshe’s bloodrune, I was fit enough to stand the next morning, though the wound boiled whenever it wanted. Walking hurt, so I used a simple wooden staff to support myself. I didn’t put my now-broken armor back on, preferring instead to leave it with Kinn, who’d hidden it somewhere out of sight.

      Though I wanted to fly to Lunara and pluck her somewhere safe, somewhere we could talk, I knew Cyra wasn’t going to make that so simple. It wasn’t possible to save Lunara — to save Sadie — without first putting all of Cyra’s ambitions in the grave. So I took a carriage out of Merva. It was a fine city of painted domes and columns formed from mud and brick. The bazaar sat within a walled area, and encompassed many winding streets, all shaded by reeds. The shrines featured fountains housed in their own domed structures, each protected by massive gates painted with geometric designs.

      A fine city, but one I did not have time to enjoy. Once I reached Babur’s camp, I requested an audience with him. The mirror-armored guards with their fast-firing matchlocks and fashionable mustaches admitted me to his glorious tent. Every kind of colored fruit was spread about the room in their own glass bowls, which were as varied in shade as the fruits themselves. The Shah of Kashan sat on a divan surrounded by his courtiers and viziers, who sat on the floor. He ordered them to leave as soon as he saw me.

      Once we were alone, he stood and brought his broad form close. We were about the same height, and I could smell his fruity breath.

      “You don’t look so frightening limping around without your armor,” he said.

      “I’m not trying to be frightening. You ought to give thanks for that.”

      “Truly frightening men don’t have to try. But in any case, I can’t kill you, despite wanting nothing more than to mount your head among my hunting trophies. You’re wearing even better armor, now. That of faith.”

      So my gambit had worked better than I hoped. I smiled. “True men, once reminded of their duty to the people and the land, eagerly ready themselves for battle.” I had to thank Eshe for feeding me some of those words. “Are you a true man, Shah Babur?”

      “Did you serve Murad in this same snarky tone? And with such a rigid neck?”

      I had not bent my neck to Shah Babur upon entering the tent. Strange, considering how diligently Tengis drilled that habit into us janissaries.

      “Are you worthy of my bent neck, Your Glory?”

      “Are you worthy of drinking my piss? How dare some janissary speak this way to the Shah of Kashan? Do you even remember the bitch who squirted you out and the whorefucker who planted your seed?”

      I shook my head. “I have only one father, and he taught me to respect the great shahs of the Seluqal House — so long as they do not betray the faith.”

      “Listen, you fucking slave. I am descended from Temur and Seluq, and I will not be forced to march by the likes of you.”

      “But you have been forced.”

      “Curse the day that I allow it to appear that way. You may have done a great good for Alanya, but what of Kashan? What will the people say about their shah, who was called a hypocrite and forced to answer for it? Do you want to empower my rivals? Because that’s what you’ve done. And beyond Jalut’s Jaw, blood will spill because of it.”

      He may be right. In fact, I didn’t doubt it. Antagonizing him further would not help. Perhaps what he needed was some sympathy.

      “I have served three shahs. I understand the importance of looking like the strongest man in the kingdom. And if you want to be the strongest of men, then you’ll lead the charge to free Zelthuriya. If you don’t, then a few moons from now, the Shah of Sirm will win that glory. Think of it as an opportunity, given by this humble janissary to a mighty Seluqal shah.” I’d framed it as magnificently as I could.

      “You piece of dangling elephant shit. Don’t think I am so easily cooed. From now on, you and I will be allies in front of the army and people. But know that in my heart, there is nothing but contempt for you. You are keeping me from my palaces and my women and my children. Do not think I cherish glory more than them. I came here for an easy victory, and you are forcing me to risk everything for a hard-fought one.”

      I glanced around the tent again. So many fruits and jewels and comforts — a weaker man would never want to leave it.

      I chuckled. “A life of ease has extinguished your thirst. A man should yearn for battle more than he does his women and children. Because it is by battle that your metal is honed. You can force everyone to bend their necks because of whom your forefathers were, but no one truly respects a dulled edge.”

      “I’m done sparring with you.” He puffed his chest, his big belly swelling. “You are needed to plan this march and the battle after it. You will report here each day at dawn, and you will not depart until I’ve given you leave.”

      I bent my neck, though kept my eyes on his. “None of that would be against my will. But if it gives you pleasure, you can imagine that it is.”

      “It doesn’t give me pleasure, you madman. I am the Shah of Kashan. Strengthening my realm gives me pleasure. Looking out at the gardens of Rohnshar with my princes and princesses gives me pleasure. I’ll leave the pleasure of these holy wars to you bloodlusting Sirmians.”

      “Son of Temur.” I said it with so much bitterness. I gave him one final snicker and limped out of the tent.
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      I found Tomas lying on a camel-hide pallet in his room, a gray-bearded healer standing over him. His usually honey-colored irises had paled to a sickly mustard. Sweat beads moistened his double chin.

      “It’s his breathing,” the healer, a Dycondian man named Theo, said. “It’s irregular. And so is his heartbeat.”

      “What can you do for him?”

      “I’ve given him a palliative. Unfortunately, a lot of our more useful medicines have been… dirtied.”

      I didn’t want to know by what. I knelt at Tomas’ bedside. From the man’s bloated cheeks, he was obviously in discomfort.

      “Did Markos make it?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.

      “Don’t worry about him. I’ll ask Kyars if he’ll let you stay in Chisti’s shrine. They’ve better air and better healers.” I glanced at Theo. “Meaning no offense. They’ve had seven hundred more years to learn than you.”

      Theo put his hand on his heart and left the room.

      “Lord Imperator,” Tomas said, “while I am admittedly a self-interested man, would Shah Kyars even allow it?”

      “Your self-interest could have saved us all.” I sighed with a tense weight. “You had the right instinct in the desert when you tried to flee on that camel. I know I threatened your life. But now I wish I’d gone with you. Wish we’d all gone with you.”

      Tomas took a moment to digest that, his breaths shallow and thorny. “I have many regrets, too. Strangely, coming here isn’t one of them. If we survive this, we’ll have a whole new world to explore, full of wonders.”

      “Wonders… or women?” I chuckled.

      “A bit of both couldn’t hurt. Though I still wouldn’t marry a woman from Nixos.”

      “Haven’t heard this one before. What’s wrong with the women in Nixos?”

      “My stepmother was from there. She used to carry a sword on her belt, just to brandish it when she and my father would argue. It’s tradition there, apparently, for women to carry swords.” Tomas wagged his finger at me. “If you survive this, don’t marry one.”

      “Perhaps that’s changed. Seven hundred years is a long time.”

      Tomas coughed. One cough turned into two, and then a fit. I could do nothing but wait for it to end.

      “My apologies, Lord Imperator. The last thing I wanted was to weaken at a time like this.”

      Perhaps I could send him through the southern pass with a letter asking Cyra to take him prisoner. But what if Tomas, in his heart, suspected or knew my motive, and the contents of the letter? The Fallen would read his heart, and devour him.

      “I had a dream, earlier,” Tomas said. “I was at my wineries in Deimos, with my eldest, Stav.”

      I winced at the mention of that young man. “I hope it brought you some relief.”

      “Ever since you killed him, I’ve found it difficult to love any of my children. I always feared getting too attached.”

      “I am sorry, Tomas. It was done in the heat of battle.”

      “I know. But he was my first.” Tomas let out a sob. How unlike him to cry in front of me. “When he was born, I gave everyone in Deimos a single silver ducat. I made a promise to the Archangel that if he kept Stav healthy and safe, I would be his most diligent servant.”

      I had made the same promise for Doran, long ago. “I’ve never told you this… but I swear what I’m about to say is true. That day on the island, after Stav broke through my best defenders and made his way to my line — he came right for me, so much fire in his eyes. I was certain that he’d end my life, but I supposed I ought to go down fighting. So I unsheathed my spatha, and Stav and I fought a battle that I’ll never forget. It ought to have been immortalized in song. I would’ve loved to have him as my First Spear.”

      That made Tomas smile, and I was glad to see it. “My boy was strong. He and Doran could’ve been good friends.”

      “Mayhap you’ll dream of him again.”

      “I do not want to. To waken from it would be too bitter a thing.”

      If only we could all wake up to find ourselves at our hearths, instead of here. “Rest now, Tomas. I’m going to get you help.”

      

      To further our mutual trust, I took Kyars on a tour of Zelthuriya… or what it had become in the fog of blood. We visited the area known as Yadawia, where sat rows and columns of stone wells, each capped by smooth wooden boards. I pulled off one of the boards, and we beheld the eyes growing in the pink water.

      Kyars spat his breakfast on the stone.

      Then we visited the larders. A sticky, yellow liquid flowed from the orifices of the goats and sheep. The healers had identified it as an element of blood.

      After that, we toured the granary. Festering sacs of white pus grew amid the grains. When touched, they would burst and spread, often onto your skin. The healers identified them as just that — pus.

      I showed him the veins within the mountain. We pushed our ears against them and heard the heartbeat. I took him to see the flowers growing from the bellies of my wounded in the healing cave, and the garden that it had become.

      I guided him through the caves filled with blindfolded men, each of whom I could name. Not all had lost their sight, yet, but blindfolding seemed the best way to slow the blood fog from damaging the eyes. A few had to plug their ears, as well, to protect from hearing loss. Why these maladies affected some and not others, and why they tended to come and go, were questions that no one could answer.

      “If I or some of my commanders got sick, would you allow them into the shrine?” I asked Kyars. Abu, of course, translated.

      “You and your family, yes. But I can’t make this exception for your generals. They killed too many of my people.”

      “I was the one who ordered them to.”

      Kyars sighed. “Where I’m from, fighting men get blamed for what their hands do, so that kings like us may escape scorn. I’ve already told everyone in the shrine that your commanders butchered the Zelthuriyans against your orders. How else do you think I’m able to allow you to come inside our holiest place, after so much carnage?”

      I nodded with understanding. But it meant Tomas could not escape the blood fog. I’d have to find some other way to save him.

      I decided not to show Kyars the Fallen Angels. We’d lost scores of men to madness and despair in the southern pass. Some had plucked out their own eyes. Others had poured molten metal in their ears, hoping it would silence the hymns. It never did.

      Despite these warnings, Kato insisted on seeing them.

      “I have beheld things in Himyar, Friend,” he said. “These angels are there, too. I know to avoid gazing too long.”

      Herakon took him to the pass. He returned shaken, sweat in his beard.

      “These are not like those,” Kato said before rushing into Chisti’s shrine, the only place spared from these horrors.

      Later, we recovered the bodies of thirty men who’d perished in the southern pass. They’d attempted to escape Zelthuriya. Their bodies were peaceful: no fresh wounds. But their skins had paled because the Fallen had drained their blood. Eaten their organs, too. Their insides had been sucked out and replaced with a strange, clear fluid that smelled of sugar resin. The healers identified it as water and tree sap.

      I could only hope Kevah was coming. If not, we would all perish to one of the many evils stalking us.

      Once Kyars went back into Chisti’s shrine, I returned to my room, eager to rest a while.

      

      “You played quite a trick,” Saurva said from behind the folds of blood fog. “Sending Markos with a letter asking Cyra to imprison him… I sometimes forget humans can be so clever.”

      I sat up on my pallet and rubbed the sleep from my eyes.

      “So he made it.” I put my hand on my heart in relief. “Thank the Archangel.”

      “He didn’t make it whole, though.” She floated closer, her eyes filled with black ink. “A strategist without sight — almost as worthless as a dev who can’t shapeshift.”

      I didn’t want to show her my distress, so held it inside me. “The man has his life. And more than that, he’s free of you and the Fallen.”

      Saurva slapped her thighs. “You freed one man out of fifty thousand — what a hero you are, Papa. Unfortunately, I have to alter our arrangement now. Anyone who tries to leave Zelthuriya, no matter their intention, will join the soul sea of an angel.”

      I’d not considered how the Fallen would respond to what I’d done. I was only trying to save an old friend. Had I imperiled everyone else with my good intentions? “We’re getting our food and water from Cyra’s camp.”

      “There’s plenty of food and water here in Zelthuriya, Papa.”

      “My men won’t ingest that corrupted filth.”

      “Should’ve thought of that before you tried to trick us.”

      I made a fist in frustration. How could I find out if Cyra had delivered our letter to Kevah? How could I know if a savior was coming?

      Saurva’s eyes turned green like the sea, diamond-shaped pupils forming. “Help us open the Gate, Papa. Do what you were brought here to do. If you don’t, I’ll let you all perish slowly, and then I’ll find someone else for my scheme.”

      “It must have taken a lot of planning to bring me here and now. I don’t think replacing me is as easy as you make it sound.”

      “You’re so wrong. With Lat dead, all I need do is wait for the blood fog to spread. Eventually, it’ll swallow all three Latian kingdoms, rendering resistance hopeless. Aschere is revived, so we can now get the Gate Opening Spell out of her — whether she likes it or not. You’re not really needed in the larger scheme of things.” She smiled in her twisted way. “I’m happy I got to meet you, though.”

      There was a lie there, somewhere. I’d heard enough pigshit all my life to be able to tell. Saurva was serving her god, which meant she feared it. If all she had to do was wait, why was she trying so hard to compel me? No, she feared failure, and the consequences it would bring upon her.

      But so did I.

      

      The red tulips now sprouted out of the mountains themselves. Within each flower nested thin sacks that when touched, burst with blood. This was the beauty the Fallen Angels believed in.

      But what did I believe in? I pondered it whilst I sat in my bare room deep in the cave, away from my men. I would only depart to visit Tomas, whose pain continued to worsen. Still, he’d smile and reassure me that his recovery was “just around the corner.”

      “Did I ever tell you about the most exciting day of my life, Tomas?” I asked after the healer had given him poppy.

      “Was it an orgy? I hope it was an orgy.”

      “Not the kind you like.” I laughed.

      Tomas let out a disappointed sigh. “Tell me anyway.”

      “I was seventeen years old. I was obsessed with the Greens. Everything I owned was green. Green pants, green hat, green tunic, green boots. Green flag, green bed, green door. I believed more in the Greens than I did the Archangel. I knew they were destined to win that year. They’d assembled the best team in a lifetime. I still know every rider’s name, and I can recount all the dramatic moments of all the races that year. I idolized that team, far more than I did any apostle of god. I ate, breathed, and drank Green.

      “I remember being in that stadium. I remember being among my real family. My fellow Green supporters. I remember cheering as we won the early races. It was all that was holy and sacred. That time and place is something that ought to be hymned about, not the angels and the trials they inflict upon us.

      “And then, in the most pivotal race of the year, the Blues came back. In front of our eyes, Cosmo Zephyr passed Kento Solari with a second to go.” I slapped my thigh in agony, as if I were back in that disastrous moment. “Do you know what we did?”

      “Do tell…” Tomas’ voice faded. He was never interested in chariot racing, which is why I thought it a good story to help him sleep.

      “We burned down half of Kostany. It was magical. I became the flame. I was an unthinking wind, carrying fire in my soul and scathing the world. Because my world had ended when the Greens lost. It cost that Saturni cunt millions of gold ducats to fix the city after our holy rampage.

      “I was a fucking fool, obviously. But in a way, I’m still that fucking fool. I still want my team to win, more than anything. Except now, I’m in the race. I’m the leader. And I was winning. I was winning and we were all hymning. And then what happened? Some cloud made of blood comes and whisks us across time. And now… now we’ve lost. And there’s nothing left to burn.”

      By the time I’d come to my sad conclusion, Tomas had fallen into a serene sleep. How strange that I treasured a man who was the first to turn his back when the blood cloud appeared in the sky.

      Perhaps it was because he regarded me with the skepticism I deserved. He did not embrace the legend of the Opener, and the lies I’d told everyone so they’d follow me. Lies that I myself had believed, only because I’d won so many battles and broken so many walls.

      Later, I noticed that others had also begun to resent me. I could see it in their doleful gazes. Prefect Herakon, my First Spear, was foremost among them. He would bring to me the concerns of my legions: “Why aren’t we invading Chisti’s shrine? Why do we allow Shah Kyars to walk around the city? Why did we break faith with Cyra when she is feeding us?”

      My men would not ask these questions to my face, which meant they distrusted me. In Herakon, they must’ve found relief from my deceitful holiness. He was my most skilled commander, and by putting their hopes in pure force and power, they could free themselves from the yoke of the dogma I and my priests had instilled.

      I could not begrudge them for it. My dogmas had failed us. We’d lost the race.

      “Order us to clear out the shrine,” Herakon begged, “like you meant to at the start. Then we can all inhabit it, and finally breathe proper air.”

      “That is folly, Herakon. Fifty thousand men can’t fit in there.”

      “I know. But even if we kill each other for the right, it’s better than this slow death. It’s better than watching flowers grow out of the eye sockets of the sick. Surely you realize that, Lord Imperator.”

      I nodded pensively and dismissed him.

      While no one did or said anything directly against me, it was only a matter of time before my authority over fifty thousand desperate men eroded. The southern passage proved that: though I kept it well-guarded, men still tried to escape, and we’d find their bodies in the sand, emptied of blood and soul.

      I could not blame them, either. I could not blame anyone for their response to this trial. Because it was not a trial. It was not even a punishment. If anything, it was a jape. I promised I would conquer Zelthuriya, and the Uncreated made sure that I did so. The jape was what it had cost us all.

      

      The next morning, I went to visit Tomas. He’d become a garden. Red tulips covered every inch of him. Even the healer, Theo, had a red tulip growing out of his wrist.

      “Is he dead?” I asked.

      Theo nodded.

      “How could all this have grown so fast?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Would we all perish this way? Would I be the last one, forced to watch all my legionaries turn into beds for flowers?

      “I am sorry, my friend. I am sorry I could not save you.” I pulled out my rosary — something I’d not bothered to use in a long while. I crushed the beads on the string. “I pray you are with Stav, now.”

      We buried Tomas in a ditch. Herakon did not show up to the brief ceremony, in which Yohan hymned such soothing verses. With Tomas went a likeness of the angel Malak, the Fount of Power — whose eight-columned limbs emblazoned our sigil. But where was his power, now?

      The true fount of power was the Uncreated and the stars it whirled around its fingers. Our angels could not hear us whilst we were trapped in this cursed fog. No matter how loud we screamed, we’d remain unheard.

      The Latians called me Basil the Banished. If only that had been the case. If only I’d been banished rather than forced upon this fate. But I suppose it was my fault. I brought us here with my promises, my deceit, and my ambition.

      In truth, I’d played this jape on myself. I was not the Opener, not unless I opened the Gate. And I did not want to bring about the End of Epochs. I did not want to be a tool of the Fallen, though it seemed, now more than ever, that I’d been destined to be that all along.

      

      By now, a hundred men died each day. Some from madness, others from blood or pus streaming from their orifices, and yet more from the sweet release of a knife to the heart.

      What a relief that we had not brought our women and children. They had each lived their lives, perhaps wondering the whole time what had happened to us. Better to die wondering than to have even imagined this truth.

      I thought of Doran ceaselessly. Doran in the stone. Doran forced to a fate worse than death. My heir. The boy may have possessed another man’s blood, but his virtues were proof that blood did not matter.

      I dreamt of him, just like Tomas had dreamt of his firstborn. But a sweet dream of six-year-old Doran running along the golden shore of the Mavros soon turned into a nightmare. In it, I beheld a creature with eight, spider-like legs. These legs connected into a human neck. No head. Just a neck attached to eight spider legs.

      Strange hymns sounded as soon as I beheld it.

      Say to the creatures upon my womb — why are your hearts so hard? Why do they not melt at the sight of miracles?

      I tried to look away. But faces appeared on the neck, and the words “Lord Father” came out of it in Doran’s unmistakable, boyish lilt.

      “My son, is that you?”

      Something that resembled Doran’s face imprinted upon the skin of the neck.

      “Let go of me, Father. Please let go.”

      “I tried, Doran. I really did. But love does not make it so easy. I must save you.”

      “It is too late to save me. It has always been too late.”

      The spider-like creature shook, and screams resounded from within the neck. Hymns rang from it, too.

      Say to the creatures on my womb — why do you persist in folly? Why do you not wish to become one within the shrieking smile of an angel?

      A knock-knock roused me from that awful nightmare. Sweat drenched my body, and tears filled my eyes.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s me, Father.”

      I rushed off my pallet and pulled open my door.

      Doran stood at the threshold. His long, curly black hair hung off him neatly. He smiled, his cedar eyes full of joy.

      I wrapped my arms around him. “This is no dream, is it?”

      “No. This is no dream.”

      “Where were you all this time?”

      Doran walked past me. He went to the floor table, beneath which I kept The Melody of Micah.

      “I was in Labyrinthos.”

      “Oh my son… how did you survive that evil place?”

      “The angels gave me manna, Father.”

      “Manna?”

      “It’s a fruit that grows on the upside-down tree in the sky. Sometimes it rains manna when you’re beneath it.”

      I had no understanding of what he meant. I had never heard of an upside-down tree before. Unless he meant Saklas; but why would one of the Twelve be in Labyrinthos?

      “How did you escape?”

      “I walked inside the angel Micah, to a place with a lot of glass.”

      “Inside… Micah?” Why would yet another of the Twelve be inside there?

      “Yes, Father. I saw a door within. I saw you inside the door, crying while holding your rosary. I went through it, and I was here.”

      Could such a miracle truly be possible? Had the Archangel heard my desperate heart, after all?

      “We must have you looked at by the healer. I can take you into Chisti’s shrine. Kyars said he would allow my family inside.”

      Slowly, a grin spread across Doran’s face. Then he laughed, his chalky teeth showing.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “Chisti’s shrine is precisely where I must go.”

      “Why?”

      “I think you know why.”

      Doran’s limbs shook. He fell, and his knees thudded against the carpet. Blood gushed out of his mouth and eyes.

      “Doran! What’s happening?”

      I held him as pus streamed from his ears. But for some reason, he was still smiling.

      “Help!” I screamed. “Someone help us!”
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CYRA

        

      

    

    
      There are times when it feels like you’ve been dreaming forever. And then you awaken, and you don’t recognize the walls around you, nor the sky through the hole in the cloth ceiling. You think of all the things you did before you went to sleep — your entire lifetime — and you question who that person was.

      That was where I found myself, the false predawn glow barely illuminating the cloth walls of my yurt. A woman with red hair lay asleep on the pallet near my feet. Seeing her brought back all the questions that weighed on me.

      Who was she, really? Had Aschere’s soul been plucked from Barzakh, or was that Sadie’s soul with Aschere’s memories atop it?

      Sensing my stirring, she awoke. Her emerald eyes glowed faintly.

      “I know you lied to me,” she whispered.

      I shifted to my side so I wouldn’t have to look at her.

      “It’s all right,” she said. “You lied and told the truth, at the same time. I know you don’t intend to open the Gate. I know you aren’t trying to bring about the Great Terror. But I also know that Kevah isn’t, either.”

      How understanding of her. My lies lay exposed, yet she wouldn’t even scold me. It was rather endearing.

      “How did you figure it out?”

      “By thinking about it while you slept. I’ve been thinking about a lot of things, including what to do with you, a fellow starwriter.”

      “Will you still help me? Will you teach me what you know about starwriting?”

      “Yes. But first, there is somewhere we must go.”

      I sat up. “Where?”

      “Tagkalay.”

      “Tagkalay? That’s a world away.”

      “We’ll use Labyrinthos.”

      I clutched my horsehide blanket, overcome by a sudden chill. “Unless it’s terribly important, I’d rather not go. I have so much that needs doing here.”

      “Before I died, I received a missive from someone who lives in Tagkalay. I must meet this person.”

      I swallowed. My throat felt like it was lined with spikes. I’d inhaled enough smoke to pass out, and it still stung. “Babur is coming with horses and elephants and cannons. I don’t have time to go gallivanting to Tagkalay with you.”

      “Do you know what Tagkalay is famous for?”

      “A university, I believe. Oh, and vaults.”

      “Do you know what lies within those vaults?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t quite recall my lessons on the vaults of Tagkalay, right now.”

      “The Tear of the Archangel was stored in those vaults.” Aschere smirked. I’d never seen Sadie do that.

      I stood and rubbed my puffy face. Was I really in good enough shape to traipse through Labyrinthos? More Tear did sound worth it, considering it was my enemy’s bane. And I needed to build trust with Aschere, especially after starting with so many lies.

      “If we leave now, will we be back by tonight?”

      She nodded.

      “All right. I’ll need my thickest coat. And gloves. And boots.” I went to my clothes chest. “What about you, Aschere? It’s ungodly cold in there.”

      “I’ve learned to embrace it. I’m ready whenever you are. And please… call me Lunara.”

      

      Pashang caught up to us on foot as we trotted our mares to the edge of camp, the sky a dismal morning gray. I pulled the reins and told Lunara to give us a moment. She trotted forward out of earshot.

      “Going somewhere so soon?” He scratched behind my mare’s right ear, just how she liked it.

      “I need to earn Lunara’s trust… especially after I did everything to earn her distrust.”

      “Are you well enough?”

      How concerned he sounded. It reminded me of when he’d pulled me out of the Palace of Bones and brought me to the safety of his yurt. He’d seemed a lot more decisive and confident, then. More certain of what he wanted: me.

      “Thank you for saving me from Kevah and all that smoke.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. I’m your husband. It’s my… duty.”

      Since we’d conquered Qandbajar, he’d put on a lot of weight by gorging on drink and pastries. I’d always assumed it was because he wasn’t happy being stuck in the Sand Palace, but I’d never asked him about it. Wasn’t it my duty, as his wife, to at least offer him some comfort? How could I blame him for not loving me when I couldn’t even do that?

      “I owe you an apology,” I said. “After my mother died, I told you I didn’t love you… and I told you that you were useless to me… that was wrong.” But it went deeper than that.

      “It’s all right, Cyra. You were hurt at the time. Besides… I know I’m not an easy person to love.”

      “It doesn’t matter if it’s easy. I should’ve asked you how you were doing, at least. I always just assumed you were this… strong man who never felt sad. I mean, you used to go on and on about how you ate your own father.” I chuckled, a respite from how guilty I felt. “What was it you used to say? You wished you’d seasoned him first, or something?”

      “I say that to intimidate my enemies — and my allies, too. I’m not actually thrilled I had to eat my father to survive the Deep Waste.”

      I hadn’t really tried to understand him and what he’d been through. How could I expect him to keep loving me? “I know that, now. I’m sorry. If there’s anything wrong, you can tell me.”

      Pashang nodded. “Eating my father to survive is how I ended up in the Palace of Bones. That’s where I had all those visions of you, each of which came true. Pursuing those visions… pursuing you lit a fire in me. But now…”

      “You can tell me.”

      “Now, I have no more visions. No more guidance. Being Nora for a day was incredible, but now I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Supposed to become. And if I’m useless to you, then my life is less than worthless.”

      He’d never expressed something so bitter to me. Perhaps he’d been able to talk freely with the other women he’d bedded. I’d failed him as a wife.

      “We’re in this together,” I said. “And to make certain you know that, I’m going to try harder.”

      “I’ll try harder, too.” He rubbed my leg, then patted my mare. “As we Jotrids say — every day is a good day when you ride out at sunrise and ride home at sunset. Stay safe in the meantime.”

      That was a Sylgiz saying, but I wasn’t going to argue.

      

      Lunara and I took a short journey on the backs of our mares, and soon faced a cave mouth that sat within a massive, red rock that resembled a tomb. An icy breeze whispered out of it.

      I feared what I would find inside. Feared what I would feel. Lunara mumbled a prayer, her hands outstretched. And then fireflies fluttered out of the darkness, landing on our shoulders.

      They twinkled green, the color of her eyes.

      They streamed inside the cave, throbbing like stars in the dark depths. With a jittery breath, I followed Lunara within.

      For a while, it seemed a normal cave. I knew little cave terminology, but there were fang-like stalactites, stalagmites, boulders, and rough ground. No light, save for the green glow of the fireflies we followed, which meant we couldn’t take any detours — not that I wanted to.

      The fireflies led us down a steep passage. As the air got drier and colder, even the fur robe and woolen caftan I’d worn couldn’t keep me from shivering.

      “Stop,” I said, clacking my staff against the ground.

      Lunara seemed too eager, and only slowed to allow me my careful pace. She turned and gave me a pity-filled stare.

      “Is your back hurting?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t like the cold.”

      “Did you enjoy watching your mother burn?”

      “W-What?”

      “It’ll keep happening if you don’t brave this cold. Until one day, you’re all alone.”

      I already felt so alone. All I had to keep me going was my disdain for losing. For being cast aside or sat upon by those who believed themselves better than me. People like Zedra, Kyars, and Kevah. Crushing them would give me pleasure. I lived for it.

      “Last time, the fireflies warmed me. They knew what I needed.”

      “Needing to be warm all the time is a weakness. Now is your chance to shed it. To prove to yourself that you can survive the cold unscathed.”

      How motherly of her. But she’d cast that role aside, hadn’t she? Perhaps I could replace her dead daughter and son. I obviously needed the guidance, given my awful tendencies.

      “Is that what you believe?” I asked. “That we ought to shed all our weaknesses?”

      Lunara nodded. “Kevah was my weakness. My father, daughter, son — all weaknesses. I shed it all.” Melancholy stirred in her stare. “And look what it got me.” What started as inspiring was now drenched in sadness.

      “It got you nothing but death at the hands of the man you loved. And yet this is the lesson you choose to teach?”

      A sheepish grin spread across her face. “I still don’t understand myself. I still don’t know what I regret, and what I don’t.”

      “You could be my mirror.” I returned her grin.

      Instead of thinking of her as a mother, could I regard her as a friend? I’d been so needful of one.

      “Thankfully, I don’t radiate cold anymore. I’m free of the Marid’s curse.” Lunara held out her hand. “Are you ready to brave your fear?”

      The fireflies waited in the darkness beyond Aschere’s shoulders. Drip-drip sounded from somewhere.

      Brave my fear… easy to say, harder to think about, and almost impossible to do. The cold was a hateful thing. A creeping despair on the hairs of my skin. I wanted none of it.

      And yet, Lunara was right. Weakness would be my undoing.

      I clasped her hand. So warm. So full of blood and vigor. “This hand used to radiate cold?”

      “They did it to ensure that I’d never be loved. To make it so I wouldn’t be able to starwrite.”

      “I certainly wouldn’t be able to love you.” I chuckled from the horribleness of it.

      It was almost as if Lunara’s hand radiated warmth. Or perhaps that was because my body was colder than hers.

      We walked on, descending deeper, until the cave rock turned black as coal. I stayed close to Lunara, our shoulders touching, her warmth the only thing making it bearable. My back did not hurt, and my staff kept me steady, despite the steepness of some pathways.

      Then we came upon a cliffside. The walkway narrowed such that one wrong step could plunge us into a menacing darkness.

      But worse than the abyss were the holes in the cliff face. Holes in the shape of people.

      I pointed at them with a shaky finger. “By Lat, what are those?”

      “Deadholes,” Lunara replied. “Don’t look into them.”

      “Why are they shaped like people?”

      “Because if you look inside, you might find someone you know staring back.”

      I gulped. “Oh.”

      “Just don’t look and you’ll be all right. Best we hasten.”

      I followed her along the narrow path. Stared at her wingy red hair so I wouldn’t be tempted to look into the deadholes. Instead, I let my gaze fall along the cliffside into the darkness below. The abyss seemed alive, its blackness dancing on my eyelids. The easy sway of a tide reached my ears — was there an ocean down there? Was it beautiful? What creatures called it home?

      I knew it was better not to wonder.

      It took five minutes to reach the last deadhole that lined the cliffside. The path widened into a tunnel. In that moment, my curiosity tugged on me. I yearned to look into the final deadhole. To see who stared back.

      Lunara turned and clasped my cheek.

      “Don’t.” She stared into my eyes with care. “I looked once. I still wish I hadn’t.”

      I nodded. “How much longer?”

      “Another five minutes, I think.”

      “And then we will be in Tagkalay? That journey takes weeks above ground.”

      “Such is the magic of this accursed place.”

      We walked onward. Lunara would often stop and stare at something. Sometimes she would turn and look behind my shoulder, leaving me with pinpricks of frigid dread. Other times, it would be at the tar walls, which I knew from experience were formed from the bodies of the trapped. Worst was when she stared at our front, squeezed my hand, and said, “Wait for it to pass.” Whatever it was.

      I did not let my curiosity take the reins. I kept my eyepatch on, shutting my sight to the creatures behind the veil.

      Finally, we followed the fireflies up a winding cavern. As we did, the hum of a breeze loudened. Then the holy light of the sun shone through a gap between the cave walls.

      I sighed with a heavy relief.

      

      Outside the cave mouth, two stories of thick steel wire surrounded us, as if to cage whatever walked out of Labyrinthos. Barrels of gunpowder lined the cage, enough to explode the opening and likely cause a cave in.

      Behind a door covered in enormous chains, a dozen janissaries wearing grandiose hats with colorful peacock plumes drew their matchlocks. The one with the red plumes shouted, “Stay back!” in Sirmian.

      Lunara raised her hands. “We have come to answer a summons by your sultan.”

      “Your name?” the janissary commander asked.

      “I am Lunara. And she is Cyra.”

      The commander whispered to one of the guards. That guard then ran off.

      He returned fifteen minutes later with even more janissaries. Together, they unchained the door, using at least twenty iron keys on the many locks.

      “The sultan welcomes you, Lunara and Cyra,” the commander said with a polite smile. “You may follow me.”

      We walked the streets of Tagkalay, a city held by janissary rebels who’d declared their own kingdom in repudiation of Shah Murad. They were much like me, in that way. I hoped to forge a friendship with these fellow Seluqal haters.

      To get to the palace, we crossed many sweet-smelling streets. The city was nestled in a valley that led to a coastal enclave shielded by mountains, so the air was both mountainous and seaborn, as if perfumed by two scents. The buildings all featured slanted, pink roofs. Green grasses and cedars grew everywhere.

      Compared to Qandbajar — at least how it’d been before the war — an eerie silence reigned in the streets. The birds chirped louder than the sellers, who stood at their stalls beneath crimson awnings.

      In the sky, white birds, beige birds, slender birds, and fat birds all fluttered about. Alanya had been deprived of such variety since the coming of the drongos, last year.

      The palace’s mahogany wall must’ve just been rebricked, judging by its freshness. What wasn’t so fresh were the bodies attached to the poles lining it. Some had withered to skeletons; others still dripped blood. They’d been impaled upside down, the poles running from their mouths and out their anuses. I could only assume these were Seluqal loyalists, and the sultan wanted to send a message.

      Seeing such horror, I felt less ashamed. I’d committed barbarities, but I’d never impaled anyone. Qandbajar was the pearl of the universe, and I couldn’t imagine sullying its beauty like this.

      The Seluqals were brutal, and so you had to match their brutality to defeat them. But from the way the bodies were arranged on the poles — spread out evenly across the length of the palace wall — I sensed this was about more than just instilling fear. There was an unnerving artistry to it.

      The portcullis opened with the cacophony of grinding chains. We walked through and into the palace grounds, which were as verdant as the city. Apple trees shaded the winding path, baskets of the pink fruit overflowing beneath them. Soon enough, a pair of janissaries opened the palace door for us, a defaced Seluqal peacock standing atop it.

      I could not help but compare the palace to mine. A lavender shade of Paramic calligraphy covered the walls, the penmanship stark and geometric, in contrast to the flowing style of Alanya. Frescoes displayed the battles of the conqueror Utay, who was the great-grandfather of the Sirmian kingdom. In one, mounted soldiers faced each other in battle lines. Horned jinn floated above them and whispered in the ears of the generals. Whoever the artist was, he had a keen insight.

      We entered the great hall. A man with a cedar beard sat on the grand divan in janissary attire. A dark-haired woman wearing a zabadar’s floral vest stood at his side. Both had the pallor of slaves. It was often said as an insult toward Sirm that slaves ran the place. What I’d seen so far affirmed that.

      “You’re the one who sent me that missive,” Lunara said to the woman.

      “You’ve come more than a year after I sent it,” she replied. “And in a different body, too.”

      The two seemed to almost recognize each other. The sultan leaned forward and stroked his beard, his face hard and placid.

      “It’s not just my body that is different,” Lunara said. “My resolve has shifted, as well. I am no longer serving what I once served.”

      “Dying changes things, doesn’t it?” The woman walked down the dais and stood face-to-face with Lunara. “But I’ve died more times than you. Each death changed me. In large ways and small.”

      I wondered if the time Zedra ejected my soul from my body counted as a death. In any case, this conversation unsettled me, like so many things on this journey.

      “Who’s this with you?” The sultan smiled at me. His lilt was attractively boyish, and I feared I was blushing.

      “I am Sultana Cyra, regent of Alanya.”

      “A delight to meet you, Sultana Cyra. My name is Arsalan. I am the Sultan of Tagkalay.”

      “And I’m his sister, Nadia.” The woman gave me a polite nod.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both. It’s reassuring to know that I’m not alone in resisting the tyranny of the Seluqals.”

      Sultan Arsalan clasped his hands. “Did you know that Shah Murad is preparing to march against you?”

      “I had a hunch.”

      “They’ll be at your gates in a moon, just before your desert snowfall. Which means they intend to winter in one of your cities.”

      That wasn’t easy to hear. I had all three Seluqal shahs fighting me at once. How had I failed to play them against each other? Perhaps I’d been too fanatical, too staunchly against what the Seluqals stood for at their core.

      “Shah Babur will be at my gates in a few days.” I gave them a nonchalant grin, and hoped it was convincing. “I suppose defeating him will be good practice.”

      “The Sirmians are stronger,” Arsalan said. “They have molded many suits of Archangel armor, and even more swords and spears. Are you aware of this enchanted metal?”

      “I know of it. Kevah wears it. He’s proven to be quite the thorn, I must admit.”

      “A frightening man to have as an enemy.” Arsalan stood and stepped down the dais. “Fitting that Murad gave him a set. Perhaps they felt he could defeat you, all by himself.”

      He nearly had.

      Arsalan gripped the hilt of his shamshir, then unsheathed it in one, bright motion. The blade shimmered like pearls in the morning, same as the dagger Basil had given me. “This is what you need.”

      I opened my robe and showed them Basil’s dagger. Arsalan and Nadia’s eyes widened.

      “So that’s where it went.” Nadia glanced sheepishly at her brother. “Come. We’d like to show you something.”

      

      The famed vaults of Tagkalay spread out before us. From outside, it was a stone spire that resembled the now fallen Tower of Wisdom. From within, winding floors of massive iron lockers were arrayed upward and even deep beneath the earth. They had to turn an enormous wheel to open each locker, and in just the right sequence. Only a certain saintly order knew the precise method. Nadia explained that most of the members had fled when the rebellion began, but the few who remained were helpful.

      “I heard they’d been ransacked,” Lunara said as we stared up at the highest floor.

      “I spread that rumor.” Arsalan grinned. He had a few gaps in his teeth, which meant he’d once been poor. “In truth, all the vaults remain intact. Except for one.”

      My back ached just looking at the staircase that wound around the tower. “Do we have to climb all the way up? I’m afraid my lameness makes that quite an ordeal.”

      “Spare her, Arsalan,” Nadia said. “Spare us all. I’m no fonder of the climb. Not to spoil the surprise, but within that vault is more Tear of the Archangel than they’d ever kept in Kostany or Zelthuriya.”

      “Just how much of it do you have?” Lunara crossed her arms.

      “Not enough,” Nadia replied. “Neither of you were once Ethosians, I assume. You wouldn’t know the story of the Tear of the Archangel, would you?”

      Lunara and I shook our heads.

      Nadia invited us to sit on the bird-patterned cushions spread around the nearest floor table. I did so gladly.

      She sat across from me. “I know you’ve got a battle waiting at home, so I’ll give you the quick version of the story. Ethosians believe that there was once a time when Balhut, the Archangel, dwelt on this earth, many eons ago. This epoch was known as the First Order of the Twelve, a righteous world that earnest Ethosians yearn to bring back.

      “But the truth, as always, is not so sweet. I glimpsed it when I, for a strange eternity, saw out of so many eyes. I beheld the elder epoch, when the earth was a smooth, white egg drifting in the void. Upon this egg dwelt two tribes, whom we now call the angels and the jinn. They traveled here after the fiery union of the Blood Star and the Morning Star destroyed their worlds.”

      “I saw it happen,” I said. “When I was in the Palace of Bones, I witnessed the two stars become one.”

      Staring at her as she told the story, only now did I notice how jarringly beautiful Nadia was. Disturbingly so. Her lips were soft and supple, and a natural red. Her thick, flowing hair was black as a shadow, curling upward at the ends. Her skin had pinkened from being in the sun, rather like Vera’s. I was happy to keep staring as she continued her tale.

      “I could sit here and tell you this story till the skin withered off your bones. Then I could continue telling your children, and your children’s children, and I still would not be able to recount even an iota.”

      “How do you know all of this?” I asked.

      “I’ll tell you my own story some other time. What matters now is that during this elder epoch, the jinn created weapons with which to destroy the angels. These weapons are now known to us as tears of the angels — perhaps because they caused them much sorrow.”

      “The Tear of the Archangel is one,” I said. “So that’s why it can pierce through angel armor.”

      Arsalan said, “We have enough to make many weapons and armor. Sultana Cyra, I want to give you some, and I prefer to be open about why. We all know the Sirmians are coming for you. Should you defeat them on the field of battle, it’s going to be much easier to keep my little sultanate.”

      So he wanted me to weaken his enemy for him. More importantly, he was willing to give me something invaluable to do it. A perfect alignment.

      “I appreciate your candor, Sultan,” I said. “And I graciously accept your gift. In fact, I’d say we’re a perfect match.” I cleared my throat. “My Alanya and your Tagkalay, I mean. We’re both sick of the Seluqal yoke. We’re both in a life-or-death struggle against them. Imagine if from Tagkalay to Qandbajar, we could create a land free of their banners — whether the peacock, simurgh, or falcon.”

      “You’re chanting my hymn,” he said with a satisfied smile. It sounded like a phrase an Ethosian would say.

      A freckled serving boy brought some barley water on a tray. Lunara took a glass and eagerly drank.

      “Now this is proper Sirmian barley water,” she said, as if to provide some respite from the serious tone of the discussion. “It’s been too long since I’ve had some.”

      I sipped as well. It tasted like the barley water I’d just given her in Alanya. “I don’t see what’s so special about it. I served you this, didn’t I?”

      “Not even close.” After a big gulp, she licked her lips. “So why did you ask me to come here, Nadia?”

      Nadia smiled. It didn’t look right on her. Despite being so beautiful, she had a naturally bitter face. “I crave nectars from my past life, as well. Alas, I’ve never allowed myself to partake. And I would hope that you’ll show similar restraint, Lunara.”

      I had no idea what that meant, but since it was directed at Lunara, I decided not to inquire further.

      Lunara shifted and set down her cup. “You seem to know a lot about me.”

      “Your husband used to pray for you while on campaign with Shah Jalal.” Nadia raised her open hands, as if in prayer. “I saw with so many eyes and heard with so many ears. Or perhaps I saw with the ears and heard with the eyes. But what matters is that I learned a lesson, one I hope you’ve learned, too. Those creatures who lived on the egg during the elder epoch, they are all around us, now. But they are hiding. Hiding from what they fear. And no matter what they may promise us, no matter what ecstasy they claim they can bestow, we must not serve them.”

      “I know.” Lunara took another sip. “I’m the one who prayed for the Archangel’s rebirth. The Blood Star brought him back to this world. I would have stood there praying for an age, watching him destroy city after city. And then Kevah and I could’ve gone to Zelthuriya, to open the Gate.

      “But something happened. Standing with him in the pit of Labyrinthos, gazing at him… it was like I’d woken up from a lonely dream. It was as if I’d reemerged from the depths of the sea, to breathe for the first time. And it was Kevah who pulled me out. Who made me realize I was wrong to serve Hawwa.”

      Well… that made things awkward. She utterly treasured the man who yearned to kill everyone I loved. Why was she even helping me, then?

      “We once knew a woman who was saved by love.” Nadia’s smile sweetened. “She was our mother, in a way.” Her gaze grew solemn in remembrance. “In any case, I believe we must fight our battles with whatever weapons we have, whether of the arcane or the obvious, without giving up our free will to these things we call ‘gods’. Without making deals with entities that only desire to use and discard us.”

      “I have a question,” I said. “If that’s all you want, then why did you rebel against Seluqal rule?”

      “They may paint us as rebels, but this is our home,” Arsalan said, his features hardening. “Murad’s governor was a rapacious man, and had we not replaced him with violence, too many of those we love would’ve starved, despite slaving on such prosperous soil. We must fight all our battles, whether against men or gods.”

      Their justification sounded reasonable. But what really mattered was that we had the same enemy, and as a bonus, some shared values, too.

      “We’ve heard so much about the wicked, one-eyed crone,” Nadia covered an eye with her hand, “who wants to turn the Vogras redder than dusk wine. But what’s really your story?”

      Were my enemies calling me a “crone” already? Surely even my worst enemy could see I was too young for that word.

      “I asserted my rights. I refused to be driven out from my home. Now I want to remake Alanya in the image of myself and my tribe, but a six-hundred-year-old dynasty does not go quietly into the grave.”

      Arsalan stroked his brown beard. “Some advice, if you would have it. When you’re burning down old forests, don’t forget to plant a new one.”

      I nodded. “I think we should be heading back. A battle looms, and I fear Babur won’t wait for me. I would love to visit you again, though.”

      “And we would love to receive you.” Nadia stood and dusted her zabadar caftan. “I will pray for your triumph.”

      I wanted to ask whom she would pray to, but decided against extending this conversation.

      

      A janissary carried the crate of weapons to the mouth of Labyrinthos, set it on the ground, then backed away.

      I pointed at it with my staff. “Who’s going to carry that the rest of the way?”

      Lunara bit her lip. “Perhaps I ought to put this body you gave me to use.” She opened the crate and pulled out a shamshir that shined like the stars I touched, as well as a quiver of tear-tipped arrows, each milkier than pearl. Then she grabbed two daggers, and knew where to hang them on her belt.

      “I take it you were a warrioress.”

      “I was, more-or-less, a woman janissary.”

      “I didn’t know there was such a thing.”

      “There isn’t anymore.”

      We walked into Labyrinthos. The journey was slow and steady, thanks to my backache. We tarried through the wretchedly cold darkness, only the somber green glow of the fireflies to guide us.

      "We must speak about our arrangement,” Lunara said. “You are to be my apprentice. Do you know what that means?”

      I heard subservient, which I never liked. Sooner or later, I’d always rebel against authority. “I’ll obey you so far as starwriting is concerned.”

      “You will not hinder me, in any way. You will allow me to do whatever I please. Go wherever I wish.”

      What if she ran off to Kevah, whom she obviously still adored? “That’s a little troublesome. I’m a bit wary of being betrayed by sorceresses.”

      “I’m not a deceiver or a backstabber, Cyra. I tell it plain, as I see it. And here’s the potential I see in you — if you transcend your selfish desires, you could use your position and power for the betterment of all.”

      I shuddered upon hearing something crawling nearby.

      “Ignore it and keep your gaze forward,” Lunara said.

      I did as she advised. “There’s no such thing as the betterment of all. There’s only the betterment of some to the detriment of others. That’s how the world works.” Since we were being honest, I had a few things to say. “You claim you’re no backstabber, but don’t lie and say you wouldn’t choose your husband over me. I want to learn from you. I want to be your ally. But given your affection for my avowed enemy, I’m starting to worry if that’s even possible.”

      “Kevah is doing what he usually does — serving some Seluqal shah. Duty is everything to him. He’s loyal to the point of foolishness. It’s how he justifies letting his anger guide him, by believing it unselfish. Unfortunately, that rage is now directed at you.” She paused, turned to face me, and clasped my cheek with her warm hand. “I won’t betray you, Cyra. We’re starwriters. We’re two of a kind. I have a duty to ensure you don’t go astray, ever again.”

      Her motherly tenderness made my heart ache for Amma. Kevah took her from me. How could I ever forgive him?

      I made a fist behind my back. “You’re too late. What he took from me…” I sucked in a painful breath. “It’s unforgivable. I want him dead, Lunara.”

      “You must forgive, Cyra. Forgiveness is all that is good in us humans.”

      “What would you know about what is good? You did as much evil as me. Do you assume all those you hurt have forgiven you?”

      Lunara closed her eyes. “I can’t be forgiven for what I’ve done. Neither can you. That’s why we must be the ones to forgive. Because we don’t deserve it. All we can do is strive for the good, and forgive everyone who wrongs us.”

      Where did she learn this nonsense? It sounded like what the sheikhs prattle about in their shrines.

      Wait a minute… she almost sounded like Sadie. Could Sadie’s personality be leaking, the way Nora’s hatred of the Sylgiz had leaked into Zedra?

      If so, that would only intensify her love for Kevah.

      “Lunara… tell it true — are you with me or with your lover?”

      “I want peace, Cyra. I want us to unite and resist the entities seeking to ensnare us.” Another thing Sadie would say.

      An icy wind blew by. I could swear I heard it scream.

      I shuddered and rubbed my arm. “Let’s get out of here. We can talk back at camp.”

      If this woman was so remorseful, why was Saurva so eager to resurrect her?

      Or was Saurva playing some grander trick? Were we, by our resistance to her plan, somehow walking into a trap, the way I’d unwillingly done Marot’s bidding?

      Something moaned with pleasure in the distant darkness.

      “Can we hurry a bit?” I said, wishing I could cover my ears.
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      I found Ruhi in the winding bazaar, on a street where they only sold teas. They came in many textures and colors, formed from ground flower petals and spiced with cinnamon or cardamom.

      She was downing them like a drunk downed barley water. We sat at a clay floor table in a mud tea house, with only thin bullhides as floor pillows.

      “Did Eshe say anything to you?” I asked as she slurped the tea at the bottom of another cup. Her veil covered most of her face, except her eyes and mouth.

      “He said ‘I know you’re hiding it.’”

      “Hiding what?”

      “I don’t know. Whatever he thinks I’ve been hiding, all this time.”

      She ordered the serving boy to bring her another cup. He already had it ready on a tray, and it wafted with mint and cardamom.

      “Is it wise to be drinking so much of that?” I asked as she began gulping mouthfuls.

      She set the half-finished cup on the table and wiped her mouth. “Calms me down.”

      Running into Eshe had disturbed her fanaa. She grabbed a date and tossed it in her mouth.

      “Are you afraid of him? Of what he might do?”

      “I don’t know,” she said while chewing. “He’s a bloodwriter. I heard Shah Babur offered him an entire city if he would serve him, and he refused it. He doesn’t want wealth, nor power, nor even the vanity of a lofty position.”

      “He wants to be a savior.”

      Ruhi nodded. “And that’s what makes him so terrifying.”

      That was what made me terrifying.

      “I need to tell you something,” I said. “Cyra used a bloodrune to resurrect Aschere, in Sadie’s body.”

      Ruhi pulled the date pit from her mouth, then gave me her full attention. “Aschere is back?”

      It sounded so ridiculous. How many times would Lunara come back? How many times would I lose her?

      I could ask the same about Sadie, too.

      I stared into Ruhi’s wide, coffee-colored irises and laughed. “It sounds like a jape, doesn’t it? It’s all so cruel. I must applaud Cyra for such a clever move.”

      Ruhi took my hand. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say. Except… what would Aschere be seeking to do?”

      “I don’t know. But now that my wound is healed, I must find out.”

      “I’d like to know as well. I’d like to know what she intended all along.”

      “Did you feel betrayed when you found out what she did?”

      “Of course. Like I said, she was my friend.” Ruhi stirred her tea, then took calmer sips.

      “I’ll find out for the both of us.” I stood. “But only after we win the battle.” There was too much to do. I felt as if I were carrying an entire kingdom on my back.

      Ruhi grabbed my arm before I could leave. “Whatever plan you have, I want to be a part of it.”

      

      Within a tent with a broad table chiseled from Kashanese oak, I planned the battle with Shah Babur and his men. Hurran stood to my left. Babur’s generals crowded around the other sides of the table. The Shah of Kashan stood alone on the farthest side.

      So many men with all kinds of titles made me miss Sirm’s simplicity. There was an agha, which I believe meant eunuch, though the men who held this title spoke with hardy voices. There were pashas and beys and sirdars and sidis. Dozens of tribes, and clans within those tribes. I could not discern feet from heads regarding the Kashanese army’s organization.

      Babur employed no slave soldiers. His army seemed more like a confederation of khazis from scores of different Latian orders, land-owning warriors who boasted often about their Kashanese mares, and tribes competing for favor; each seemed to loathe each other more than the enemy we were meant to attack.

      What impressed me most were Babur’s gunpowder weapons. He boasted of elephants mounted with cannons, camels mounted with long-barreled guns, and regiments of riders with bombs attached to their saddles, who would charge straight at the enemy in forfeit of their own lives, like the death riders. The bombards, which were smaller than what we used in Sirm, were under the command of a specific Latian order, whose saint was an alchemist.

      Though the Kashanese men in this tent spoke Paramic, they often mixed it with other languages. Not only did I struggle to understand them, but they often struggled to understand each other.

      When it was my turn to speak, I dusted my caftan, straightened my turban, and did my best to beat my point into their minds.

      “If you lose this battle, infidels and hypocrites will defile the holy city, and for your failure, Lat will punish each of you by boiling your livers.”

      Regardless of how many gold tassels hung off their turbans, or which rare jewel adorned their necklaces and earrings, they all paid me attention.

      “We don’t intend to lose to the Jotrids and Sylgiz,” their most beloved sirdar said. He was a young, straight-haired warrior whose heroism in fighting the Sargosans had earned him much land. Muscled and iron-voiced, he was the sort of man I enjoyed killing on the enemy side. Like all sirdars, he’d dyed his mustache with red henna. “I’ve heard there are a hundred thousand Crucians in Zelthuriya. What do we do about them?”

      An astute question. Good thing I had an answer. “We kill them for the crime of defiling our holy shrines.”

      “Of course,” Shah Babur said in his buttery voice. He strummed his fingers on the wooden table. “Were I to rid this country of not one, but two savage Waste tribes, as well as a stinking Crucian host, you can expect I will take payment. You’re not averse to paying for services rendered, are you, Magus?”

      “Is the reward in the next life not enough for you, Shah Babur?”

      “Oh, it’s enough for me. But it’s not enough for my men and their families back in Kashan. We will take payment, as we like.”

      That could mean many things. It could mean Kyars’ treasury, or it could mean looting cities and villages — whatever the Jotrids and Sylgiz hadn’t yet drained. And I could not countenance the latter.

      “Kyars will give you an appropriate gift,” I said. “But fool is the man who reaps wheat before it’s grown. Let’s win first. And on that topic, we should expect them to exploit every cavalry tactic known and unknown. Given the reputations of Khagan Pashang and Khagan Gokberk, we will be shown no mercy. They will assail us with the most ignoble and brutal stratagems any mind can devise.”

      The sirdar from earlier snickered. “And what are we, virgins who have never tasted blood? I piss on the stratagems of the Waste. I piss on their brutality. We’ll fill the desert with Jotrid and Sylgiz shrines.”

      I was wary of overconfidence, but pissing on them was better than pissing all over ourselves. I pointed to the river crossing on the map. “They will make that crossing as treacherous as can be.”

      “There’s a village there,” Hurran said. “Preferring to avoid Qandbajar, I passed through it on my way to Zelthuriya.”

      “What Path do the villagers follow?” I asked.

      “The Saints,” Hurran replied. “They were all Vograsians, too.”

      “The Sylgiz drove them from their homes in the Vogras,” I said. “Let’s arm those villagers and keep the river crossing for ourselves.”

      Babur looked at the cocky sirdar. “Go and do as he says.”

      “He’ll arrive too late,” I said. “Let me take care of that village. In the meantime, send him to secure the other crossings west of Qandbajar.”

      Babur nodded. “Do it.”

      The sirdar bent his neck and swaggered out of the tent.

      A sheikh with pockmarked cheeks and a creme turban cleared his throat. “Verily, I say this. Those who curse the saints and permit the defilement of the holy city are even worse than infidels. Against such hypocrites, there is no need to follow the laws of the Fount. They are not believers in Lat, though they claim to be. They do not cherish Saint Chisti, though they may call him ‘Father’. These wretches are like a sickness that starts in the core — they are a disease that must be incised with impunity.”

      That made everyone bang on the wooden table in approval. Good. We could bolster each other with fiery words, then repeat this message among the troops. Men who believe they are good, and who believe the enemy are evil, embrace the inevitability of a righteous victory. They fight with zeal. Righteousness, in the end, weighs heavier than riches. And if you combined the promise of Paradise with that of gold and slaves, then you had yourself a winning spirit.

      

      Sadie was in danger from Eshe’s hatred, Cyra’s machinations, and even Babur’s host. Everything I’d said and done had put her in greater and greater danger. Only I could save her from it all.

      After the war council, I asked Kinn to take a rowboat full of fast-firing matchlocks to the Vograsian village, with Ruhi along to convince their leaders to fight. It was the limit of what he could carry, though he grew stronger each moon. I would’ve gone with them, but needed another day to heal from the stab wound. Besides, Ruhi was more convincing than me, and Kinn could get her out of trouble if needed.

      I went to a shrine and sat on the white marble floor facing the domed sepulcher of some saint. I heaved out a heavy breath and closed my eyes. The holy chants of the shrinegoers flowed through my mind. I usually disliked myrrh incense, but it often perfumed shrines, so I found it to be a familiar comfort.

      It was a rare moment. To pause. To consider. To breathe.

      To feel anguish that wasn’t poisoned by anger.

      Was Sadie gone, again? If so, I’d have to bring her back. I’d have to get Lunara out of her body.

      But then I would lose Lunara… again.

      I chuckled at the absurdity. At the thought of having to choose between two women I loved.

      When faced with a similar choice in the belly of Labyrinthos, I chose neither. I killed Lunara and forsook Sadie, all to save the people of Kostany. It was only by Lat’s mercy that Sadie was brought back.

      Would I have to kill both the women I loved, again? Were the people of this country worth that sacrifice?

      And what if I had to choose between them?

      It was Sadie’s body. Sadie had a right to live in it. Lunara was an intruder… if that even was Lunara. I knew not how bloodwriting worked, but I knew that souls go into the Wheel. And from there, even Lat could not pull them out. Because like a raindrop falling into an ocean, that soul stops being a separate thing.

      But then how do these saints stay in Barzakh? How do they hear our prayers? Or was that a sweet lie someone conjured so we’d have somewhere to pray? Somewhere to pile our hopes?

      I could not bear these questions. I could not even bear what Eblas had told me. The truths were too terrible, while the shrines and their sepulchers, their incense and candles, were so comforting. Without some comfort, how could any of us carry on?

      What had I seen inside that angel? Things too horrifying to bring to mind. This existence was full of monsters — why then could there not be goodness, in equal weight? Why was the darkness so vast and the light so dim?

      My hands shook. Doubts bit at my heart. And yet, I was here. I was alive. I could not let dread consume me. Too much needed to be done. I had to keep going. Perhaps truth was not meant for us mortals to contemplate. Perhaps it was better to ignore it, to keep busy and never stop to stare at the hole in everything.

      “My love.”

      The voice was soft like a rose, yet it bled. I stood, turned, and beheld her: Sadie with green eyes. Lunara in Sadie’s body and clothes.

      The shrinegoers streamed around her. They blurred into a soup of brown and white, carried on the breeze.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      Lunara pressed her hand against her lips and nose as tears dripped onto them.

      I would have cried, but I felt so dry. Where there was once an ocean, now only desert remained.

      “What are you doing here?” I repeated, wondering whether I ought to seize her. But I feared she’d flutter into the sky, like a bird does when you approach.

      “I was wrong,” she said. “I want to make amends.”

      “Amends?” I couldn’t even blink, fearful that she’d vanish. “Do you know what justice demands of you, Lunara?”

      “I do not want justice. I want to stop a catastrophe far worse than the one I created.”

      “And how will you do that?”

      “By thwarting the Dreamer with all the power I possess.”

      “Your power, itself, is evil.”

      Nothing existed in this shrine except her and me. The chanting, the worshippers, the floor, the walls — it all melted into colors and noise. We stood alone upon a white sea.

      “It is not.” Lunara stepped closer, rippling the white sea below. “You know as much as I do that power exposes you. Once you attain it, you become all the things you hid from others. It happened to me. It happened to Cyra. And it is happening to you, too.”

      “I am using my power to fight against the evil you served.”

      “No. You’re perpetuating the cycle. And this time, it could lead to our doom. To the Great Terror itself.”

      “What would you have me do? Turn away from injustice?”

      “I would have you make peace with your enemy. I would have you stop the battle before it consumes everything.”

      “It’s too late, Lunara. The bones have been cast. The battle is inevitable.”

      I blinked, and she was suddenly close enough to take my hand. Hers was so warm, like the humid days after Kostany’s summer rains.

      “I want to show you something.” She brought my hand to her heart.

      As I stared into her star-like green pupils, locks of auburn hair falling softly beside them, I could not decide who she was. While Lunara was on the surface, I could feel Sadie’s warmth, somewhere inside. No mask could completely cover the light of her kindness. To my mind, Lunara and Sadie had become one.

      And then everything around us turned to steam and faded into the air. We stood upon a starless, black tarp. The void. The nothingness from whence all emerged.

      “Where are you taking me?” No sound came from my mouth.

      Lunara turned away and pointed. I squinted to see what she was trying to show me: a tiny speck of light, as if it were a hole poked into the tarp by a needle. It sped toward us. It got larger at frightening speed.

      The white hole swallowed us. A maelstrom of light immersed our very souls. It sucked us into something that seemed like the bottom of a well as it drains back into the soil.

      Now I stood upon a beach. My shoes rested on pink sand, beyond which bubbled water the color of blood. The sky shone purple, like a battle bruise.

      Lunara kicked away a layer of sand, revealing the smooth, white surface beneath.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “This is the elder epoch. This is the truth of our world, before it put on so many masks.”

      I squatted and brushed the smooth white surface beneath the sand. Hard, like cold metal. I’d seen this egg while staring at the angel in the sea. I’d envisioned the egg birth an army of hideous angels, each made of us. Of our anguished souls.

      “What are we in relation to this, Lunara?”

      “We’re the smallest creation with a comparable mind. There are gods for whom worlds are like these embers of sand — they would never be able to see us, just as we cannot see the things crawling on our bodies.”

      “What things?”

      “The things that give us disease. Creatures that even the Philosophers have not discovered. Where do you think sweating sickness comes from? It’s the tiny creatures inside and on our bodies that cause it, and most other maladies.”

      “Tiny creatures… are we each, then, like this egg?”

      “In a way.”

      “If that’s true… then what does any of this mean? Why are we here?”

      She took my hand again and held it tenderly. “I asked the same question. The answer is why I devoted myself to the Dreamer. She is our creator, Kevah.”

      “If she is indeed our creator… that’s the most awful truth of all.”

      “I used to believe that only she could give us meaning. That’s why I served her. I decided to drown in the truth, my eyes wide open.”

      Something stirred in the ocean. It lifted its head, splashing blood-colored water onto the beach. Tentacles hung off its octopus-like face. It glared at us with the abyssal eye in the middle of its forehead.

      “This is the Birthing Sea,” Lunara said. “Here, angels are birthed from tiny cracks in the egg. But it has since been covered over by more masks. It was the forebears of the jinn who directed comets to crash into the egg, thereby covering it with layers and layers of what we now call earth. But these meteors also cracked the egg, and so there are places where the egg leaks upward. Labyrinthos, when you descend deep enough. The God Sea in the Deep Waste. And the forbidden area below the Shrine of Chisti, where the Gate waits.”

      “So you’re saying the Gate itself is one of these cracks?”

      “No. I’m not certain why the Gate is below the Shrine of Chisti. The word ‘Gate’ doesn’t properly convey what it is, but I’m also not certain what form it takes. All I know is this — the Gate will bring the Blood Star to our world. Its fire will hatch the egg, and there is a certain spell that triggers the Gate to open.”

      Her words terrified me more than the angel who’d just been birthed. It was just an infant, after all. All of us creatures on this egg were infants compared to the elder things, for whom we ought to save our fears.

      “So what are we to do?” I asked. “If our world is a mask, and if we are only special for our smallness, then everything I’ve struggled for means nothing.”

      Lunara sat in the sand. Meanwhile, the angel rising out of the ocean continued to watch, as if we were the most curious things it’d seen in its brief life.

      “Did our love mean nothing?” Lunara asked. “Yours… mine… and hers…”

      “Hers?”

      Tears dripped down her cheeks. “I’m like a mask, too. Sadie is still the real me. Her emotions leak upward through cracks in the mask. Her sadness, her desire for the good, and her love for you — it all mixes with my own yearnings… it makes me whatever I am.”

      I knelt and brushed the red fuzz on her ear. “What am I to make of that? Of any of this? Am I meant to understand? Or am I meant to surrender?”

      “Don’t surrender. Please.”

      “But we can’t fight these things and expect to win. We’re too small. Too weak. Even for love, it’s all hopeless.”

      Kyars had written me that letter asking me to fight the angels. How futile. How laughable. In the end, we were either prey or pawns.

      “It’s not hopeless,” Lunara said. “Together, we can resist.”

      “Together?”

      “Kevah… you must realize that Cyra’s power is far greater than yours will ever be, no matter how many masks you put on. I have a duty to teach her. To turn her into a defender of the Gate, so that no one desiring to bring about the Great Terror may ever reach it. It’s my way to make amends.”

      “And if she uses her power to commit injustice across the land, what then?”

      “Then so be it. Defending the Gate is all that matters. If you would bury your sword and cooperate, we can come to a fair arrangement.”

      What was fair to Cyra wouldn’t be fair to me. When it came time to fight, who would this woman choose?

      “Lat was defending the Gate,” I said. “She killed Lat.”

      “Only more reason for her to take on this duty. Lat could talk to the Blood Star, and so can Cyra.”

      I laughed. “So Cyra is god, now?”

      “That word isn’t important. What matters is that Cyra bears this burden.”

      “How long have you known her? Days? I don’t trust her. She could just as easily use whatever you teach her to open the Gate!”

      “No.” Lunara put her hand on her heart. “I won’t teach her the Gate Opening Spell. It’s the one thing I’ll never, ever tell anyone. Perhaps the dev who convinced her to bring me back thought that I would. Perhaps she didn’t know of my dying remorse. In this, I am resolved.”

      Kinn had warned me about devs and their shapeshifting ways. They were devious creatures, and not at all easy to outsmart.

      “If Cyra wants peace, she must cede power back to Kyars. She must set right what she broke. She must show remorse for her wrongs. Otherwise, I will fight her.” I spread my arms. “None of this matters. It’s just a dream you dragged me into. I’ll shut these truths from my mind and make war on her — because fighting oppression is the only good left to me. The only thing that makes my life worth something, in the light of all these truths.”

      “I understand. I’ll talk to her. And I’ll see you soon.” Lunara pressed her forehead against mine, then suckled my upper lip.

      She didn’t taste like Sadie, whose tongue had the moistness of the Sirmian plains. This was Lunara’s kiss, with the taste of our childhood together. The taste of so much laughter and pain.

      I kissed her back, eager for it. Eager for the ghost I’d lost, more than a decade ago. Of a warmth that had walked out on me, which I’d despaired of ever enjoying again.

      I broke out of the kiss to stare into her eyes. “Why did you leave me and Melodi?”

      “You asked me that already, when you were in Kostany’s dungeon.”

      She’d told me her god had called to her. Had fated it.

      “I demand a better answer!”

      “All right. I didn’t want what you wanted.”

      “Then why didn’t you talk to me? You could have told me how you felt.”

      But would I have listened? When Sadie had tried to tell me of her sadness, I snapped at her.

      “I did tell you, Kevah.” Lunara caressed my cheek. “But you don’t remember, do you? You want everyone to feel like you do. When they don’t, you seem to think they’ll eventually come around to seeing things your way. It’s oppressive.”

      She was right. Had I driven her away?

      “I’m sorry, Lunara.”

      “It’s alright. It’s not like I found something better, in the end. I’m sorry, too.”

      She kissed me again, and I kissed her back. We pulled off each other’s clothes, until we were naked upon the pink sand covering the world egg. The strange angel, its tentacles swaying in the primordial breeze, gazed at us with its abyssal eye.

      This woman had Lunara’s sea-green eyes and taste, but Sadie’s body and warm scent. She pushed me flat against the sand, then sat atop me as Sadie would. But her pleasurable moans were Lunara’s, and so was the unashamed way she locked her eyes on mine as we made love upon the egg that would birth the end.
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      I carried my son through the streets and past the legionaries guarding the entrance to Chisti’s shrine. I stopped at the threshold that separated our blood-choked air from the pure cave air.

      Doran coughed bile onto my caftan. “What are you waiting for, Father?”

      “This is a trick,” I said, as if awakening to my senses after a night of drinking.

      His pupils shuddered. “If you don’t take me inside, I’ll die.”

      “Is it really you, Doran? Or are you some kind of shapeshifter?”

      “Look at me.” Blood stained his lips and chin. “You know it’s me. But I must do this. For you and the others.”

      Indeed, those were his eyes, and judging by Saurva, the devs could not imitate our pupils. Had they turned him, then? Told him they would save us if he did whatever he was going to do in the shrine?

      I settled my son against a pile of broken stone from the door we’d exploded. “I want the whole world, Doran. I want it so I can give it to you. I don’t want to help end it.”

      “Not everything is a choice, Father. You can only resist the path they’ve paved for so long.”

      Footsteps sounded from down the street, coming our way. Herakon and Yohan emerged from the fog. Yohan said a prayer for my son’s health, while Herakon knelt at his side.

      It was prophesied in Angelsong that the Opener would wield a sword in his left hand and faith in his right. How fitting that Herakon and Yohan were all that remained of my close circle.

      They attended to my son while I walked somewhere in the thickening fog, my head aching. I wanted to be alone, but a nude woman with a diamond-like aura waited for me in the thickest fold, her eyes these rotating spirals.

      “Take him inside the depths of the shrine,” Saurva said, “and I will end the blood plague. You and all your men will be free.”

      “And what of Doran? What vile plan have you—”

      “He won’t die, Papa. I promise.”

      “And why should I believe your promises?”

      Saurva traced her finger in the air, creating a twinkling blue line, as if she were painting on the fog. She formed a square. Then she blew into the square, and the image of a man appeared within it. He was dark-skinned, like the Archers. It was as if I were watching him through a window, as he rode a camel through the desert, his white turban blowing in the faint breeze. He rested his back on an ornate, oak chest tied to the camel’s back and hump. The blood cloud loomed in the distance.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “For the past two moons, this man has toiled night and day to find a cure to the blood plague.” Saurva chuckled in her grating way. “If only he knew he had it with him, the whole time.”

      “Why show me this?”

      “All I need is to give him a little hint, perhaps while he’s stopping for a drink, and he’ll do all the rest. He’ll write the bloodrune to save his holy city, and free you all.”

      “And all you want is for me to take Doran into the shrine, to their healers?”

      “What an amazing trade, don’t you think? Doran will get looked after by some of the best healers on earth, and you’ll all be saved from the blood you’ve been breathing.” She smiled in her crooked way. “I won’t even ask for your seed.”

      She was obviously hiding something. Obviously trying to trick me.

      I pointed through the window to the man as he whistled to his camel and hit it lightly with a reed. “Inspire him to do it, right now. Only then will I take Doran inside.”

      Saurva crossed her arms and tilted her head, still grinning. “Are you trying to double cross me, Papa? That’s not like you.”

      “Send him the hint, while I’m watching, so I know you’re not going to double cross me.”

      She glared at me, her spiral pupils rotating at speed.

      “All right. But once I do it, the end of the blood plague is inevitable. If you don’t hold up your part of the bargain…” She smiled even wider, exposing a hidden set of teeth deep in her throat. Her voice turned dark and discordant. “It’ll make me furious.”

      “I’m sick of this shit. I’m sick of you, too. Enough is enough. Just fucking do it.”

      Saurva blew into the window she’d created. A gust hit the man’s camel. It grunted and groaned. The rope tying the oak chest loosened, and it thudded onto the sand. The top opened and a book flew out. The breeze blew the book to a page covered in words and a single painting of a red tulip.

      The man jumped off his camel, walked over to the book, and picked it up. He squinted as he read the page.

      Saurva stuck her hand through the window and poked his forehead with her azure fingernail. The man’s eyes went wide.

      His pupils jittered as if dreaming. His breathing quickened. Sweat dripped onto his brows.

      Then he slammed the book shut, stuck it under his arm, and jumped back on the camel. He struck it with the reed, so hard that it sprinted forward toward the blood cloud.

      Saurva blew on the window. The blue lines that created it fizzled into wisps and vanished.

      “All done, Papa. Now go save my little brother.”

      

      I picked my son up and faced the threshold of Chisti’s shrine. Herakon stood to my left, and Yohan to my right. The cool cave air smelled so serene. The rubble and blood fog behind me smelled of death.

      “Get the legions ready for battle,” I said.

      “Battle?” As if by instinct, Herakon gripped the coppery hilt of his gladius. His hard face remained austere. “Against whom?”

      “Against whomever would come to kill us — whether the men in this shrine, or the hordes outside the passage. Be ready to fight.” I turned to Yohan, who clutched a likeness of the eight-legged angel Malak as if it were a child’s doll. “Tell the men the Archangel’s mercy will soon be upon them,” I said to him. “Tell them they have passed this trial, and have earned their cottages in Paradise.”

      The kind priest nodded. No matter how many titles I conferred on him, his good nature had not changed from that of the pastor who gave the best sermon I’d ever heard, in that unadorned stone chapel overlooking the shining lakes of Lysithea.

      “I will do as you ask, Lord Imperator. But what is it you intend by walking inside there?”

      I ignored his question and said, “If I don’t return within the hour, you two must lead our men to a new home. Be ready to fight if there is no other recourse. Always appear strong, so the powers that be won’t wish to make enemies of us — may prefer to be allies, instead. But beware of allying with one side if it means making enemies of the other. Every step you take in this time and place is fraught. You must be strong of heart. Lead with conviction and wisdom.” I let out a tired sigh. “There is no easy answer. Whatever it takes to survive and find a home, do it. I leave everything to your judgment.”

      “Lord Imperator…” Herakon swallowed something bitter. His face softened, and he looked like the slave boy I’d freed from Pendurum’s coliseum, all those years ago. “You are the Opener, are you not? How then can you leave us?”

      I turned away from them. “I am what I am. I leave the rest to god.”

      “Lord Imperator!” they called as I walked through the hole we’d exploded in the door, my son in my arms. The air thinned and cooled. I breathed deep and enjoyed something resembling pure air.

      Gholam surrounded me, their matchlocks at their sides. That they didn’t aim them at us proved I’d built some trust with these people.

      Abu came within minutes, his beard hanging as far as his belt.

      “I rescued my son,” I said, “but he’s not well. Our healers cannot decipher his illness. Please help him.”

      Golden Kato approached with heavy bootsteps.

      “We’re not a hospital for your kind,” Abu translated his bitter words.

      “Shah Kyars said if I or anyone in my family were sick, he would provide aid.”

      “Shah Kyars is sleeping,” Kato growled.

      “Then wake him!”

      Doran shuddered in my arms. Pus dripped from his ears. He whispered something in delirium.

      “He may have wormrot, or some worse infection,” Kato said. “He would spread it to the rest of us.”

      If he had wormrot, worms would burst out of him. Then those worms would seek other hosts, and they’d burst with worms, too. It would spread until everyone died. Whatever he suffered from, I prayed it was not so terrible.

      “Lest you forget, Kato, we have an arrangement. A hundred thousand legionaries wait outside this cave.” In truth, we came with seventy thousand, and less than fifty thousand remained. “If you refuse my son treatment and he dies, I’ll have nothing left to lose. So I’ll send every single man under my command in here. We’ll all perish together in a sea of our own blood. It’ll flow through these halls and drown everyone.”

      Kyars — obviously not sleeping — walked across the plank and over the trench, as armored as his gholam. Abu spoke to him. Then Kato did. He and Kato argued — Abu did not translate for me. I stared at the sepulcher of Saint Chisti, which was surrounded by a cage, within which was the saint’s green shroud. Unlike the other saints in their green or black shrouds, he’d been fortunate not to have tasted the blood fog, and so strange flowers didn’t cover his body.

      Kato stormed off across the trench and into the cave interior.

      “Bring him,” Kyars said. “I’ll have my healer take a look. But if he’s meant for death, he cannot breathe his last in here.”

      “As a father, I thank you, Shah Kyars.”

      The gholam brought a litter for Doran. I settled him on it. Then they handed me a cloth bag for my head. I put it on, and they led me down steps and through hallways.

      We arrived in a long hall covered in pallets, half of them filled with the sick. The gholam placed Doran on the pallet closest to the door. The healer, a slender man with an oily beard, knelt to inspect him. He undid Doran’s tunic, revealing his bare chest and stomach.

      Bloodrunes covered him. I gasped at the sight of all the pictures and lines. One even resembled a chariot, but most were images from nature: men, stars, and beasts.

      The healer glanced at me, dread in his gaze. He muttered something, perhaps a prayer or a curse. Then he placed a hand on Doran’s chest. The healer pulled Doran’s eyelids open and snapped his fingers. My son’s pupils enlarged.

      My heart thudded in my chest. Saurva meant for something to happen, did she not? Could I feign ignorance of her plot? All I’d done was bring my son inside. And yet… what even was her plot? What did these bloodrunes mean?

      Abu entered. The healer spoke to him for a moment, as I prepared my soul for the worst.

      “Your son is regurgitating blood and bile,” Abu said. “He doesn’t have any internal wounds.”

      “Regurgitating? You mean he’s throwing up blood he… drank?”

      “That’s what the healer says.”

      “What about the pus in his ears?”

      Abu asked the healer. The healer bent down, turned Doran to his side, and pulled his earhole wider. The bloodrunes trailed across my son’s sides and back, too.

      “There’s no infection,” the healer said. “The pus coming out of his ears was… possibly poured inside.”

      “Then what is wrong with my son?”

      “Nothing that I can see. His pupils are dilating… he’s likely lucid.”

      So Saurva made him appear ill to trick us. “What do these bloodrunes all over him mean?”

      Amros had mentioned seeing Paramic words transform into bloodrunes in the Shrine of Saint Death. And Saurva had said that the man who would end the blood plague would do it by writing a bloodrune. I’d even heard of tribes of bloodwriters living in the Vogras, back in my time. It was an ancient and feared form of sorcery. But what had Saurva’s bloodwriter painted on Doran?

      The healer faced me and shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s not my area of expertise. Only a bloodwriter can decipher them.”

      Doran stood. He grabbed the back of the healer’s neck, then thrust forward and smashed the man’s head into the wall. Abu shouted something and ran out the door as Doran smashed it once more, then again, and again, blood and sinew splashing on the uneven stone. He let the healer fall limp, half his brain dripping off the wall.

      I gaped at my son in horror as the bloodrunes across his chest lit up with an eerie cadence. They glowed fiercer than the candles illuminating the room.

      “Let’s go, Father.” He took my hand and squeezed it with strength. “There’s no time to lose, and we have quite a ways to descend.”
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CYRA

        

      

    

    
      When we returned to camp, Lunara went somewhere. I’d brought her back to serve me, but now she was serving herself. What could I do, though? Torture her to make her divulge her starwriting secrets?

      I doubted I could come up with a torture the feared Aschere couldn’t endure. So the friendly, trust-building route was the only way forward.

      In the meantime, scouts brought news that Shah Babur had begun marching our way. We needed to secure the river crossing. I saw Pashang and several thousand Jotrids off as they galloped southeast.

      The next morning, the Jotrids rode back from the Vogras River bloodied, broken, beaten.

      “The enemy must have gotten to them,” Tekish said, a bandage wrapped around his fist. “Helped the Vograsians set a trap.”

      I gazed at the line of dejected riders as a zealous wind whipped up sand. Soot and hardened blood accented the faces of many. I did not see my husband among them. “Where is Pashang?”

      Tekish slid off his mare and thumped onto the ground. He winced as he landed. “He was shot.”

      “Shot?” I couldn’t stop shaking my head. “He’s not…”

      “He’s with the healers. I don’t know how long he’ll last.”

      It barely sounded real. But that was the world we lived in. “What even happened?”

      “They regarded my brother’s insistence that they leave their new home as betrayal.” Tekish tugged on his hair in frustration. “Each was armed with a matchlock. Kashanese design. Each wore bullets across their chests, in these bright sashes. By the time we’d arrived, they’d turned their village into a fortress. We were in retreat when they ambushed us.”

      Kevah. This was his doing. We’d been too slow, and he’d preempted us.

      I rushed across the yellow grasses to Pashang’s yurt. He lay on his back, surrounded by healers holding all sorts of steel instruments. Bloody cloths covered the floor. He wasn’t moving, and his eyes were shut.

      “I’ve given him hemp,” Wafiq said. I hadn’t even noticed he was standing in front of me, so shocked was I to see Pashang like that.

      “Will he make it?”

      “We are trying to remove the bullet ball and sew what we can. But if I’m being honest, I give him low odds. There is too much bleeding.”

      Too much bleeding from a bullet wound… why was this happening now? Why wait till this moment, on the eve of our greatest battle, to get shot like this? Was I cursed to have such a fucking fool as a husband?

      I knelt at Pashang’s side. I brushed the dark locks off his pallid cheek as the healers continued poking at his gushing wound with their instruments.

      If Pashang died, what was I? Tekish would take over the Jotrids, and with a weaker khagan in charge of his rivals, Gokberk would be ascendent. The two tribes would devour each other, and I’d be left positionless and powerless.

      I could not let Pashang die. I could not.

      “If he dies,” I said to the healers, “I’ll have each of you disemboweled in front of your families, who I will then sell to the Sargosans as labor for their island mines.” The healers glanced at me in trepidation. “I swear upon Lat and the Children,” I said. “If you let him die—”

      “Sultana.” Wafiq touched my shoulder. “Let them work. Surgeons need steady hands, and threats will only make them shake.”

      “It’s no threat. It’s a promise. It’s a certainty… should their carelessness allow my husband to die.”

      “Grief has poisoned your senses. Best you return to your yurt and focus on your prayers. I’ll update you every hour.”

      Return to my yurt and wait for Gokberk’s blade? Would I beg for my life? Perhaps he’d offer me up to Babur in exchange for trade rights. I’d be just another Sylgiz girl to bargain with, like always.

      I glanced down at Pashang. One day while he was living with us, when he was a boy and I still hadn’t bled, I watched him sleep just like this. I didn’t like the dumb look of him, nor how he smelled of parched Jotrid soil, and wished he would just leave. He was eating our deer meat and drinking our mare’s milk, which meant less for me. Just another stupid boy to crowd our modest yurt.

      In truth, I’d never stopped despising him in the same childish way. Even now, that old hatred bubbled in my stomach. Even when he’d climb on top, his hairy thighs brushing against me, I’d stare at his neck or chin as he thrust and grunted and that same disgust would simmer in my veins. That was why it was so difficult to love him.

      But by now, I was just as disgusted with myself, so it was fine. When we see the bare truth in the mirror and in others, we ought to feel disgust because we’re sickening creatures. Strip off all the adornments, perfumes, titles, and what is left? Just a stinking, cruel, despicable burden upon this world.

      “Cyra…” Pashang wheezed.

      His eyelids lifted, half-open. I took his hand and squeezed.

      “Don’t go,” I said. “You can’t leave me like this.”

      “I… saw… Mi…cah…” His voice trailed into silence and his eyes shut.

      Why would he have seen Micah? Could it have been another one of those visions he craved, or just dying dreams?

      “Pashang?”

      His hand went cold and limp. His breaths slowed. I shuddered and sobbed.

      I’d once been at death’s terrifying shore. I’d stared at the strangeness beyond, having bled out of my neck like a slaughtered lamb. Sorcery had brought me back, and it could do the same for my husband.

      I stood and ripped open the high collar of my caftan and pointed to the bloodrune Eshe had drawn at the base of my neck. “Get Nora.” I wasn’t certain whom I was saying it to. “Get Nora!” I shouted.

      “Sultana…” Wafiq gestured toward my chest. A breast had popped out. I’d ripped my collar too low.

      A guard hurried out the flap as I pulled my caftan over my breast. I stood there, ashamed and broken, watching Pashang’s belly erupt with bile.

      Nora walked in holding baby Kazin. His cries only added to the sourness in me.

      “You called for me, Sultana?” she said, pink on her perfect cheeks.

      “You’re a bloodwriter, Nora. You must save Pashang.”

      “I’m a what?” She clutched baby Kazin tighter and caressed his cheek.

      I pulled my caftan off and threw it on the ground. The men averted their gazes. Then I pointed to the runes across my upper chest and lower neck. “Take my blood, and write each of these on Pashang’s belly.”

      Nora nervously bobbed her child. “I’m sorry, Sultana. But I don’t know how to do that.”

      “You do!” I screamed. “You ruined my life with your bloodrunes, which is how I ended up on this miserable path. The least you can do is save my husband!”

      “All right.” Nora nodded, her arms shaking.

      Wafiq gently took the baby. He rocked the wailing thing as if he knew what he was doing.

      “I will try, Sultana.” Tears shimmered on her eyelids. “Please don’t hurt me if I fail.”

      I grabbed the hilt of my white dagger and pulled it out of its sheath. I was about to cut a gash into my palm when a beautiful voice from outside said, “I’ll do it.”

      A man entered the yurt. I almost wanted to cry upon beholding his close-cropped head of hair and easy smile. But he was bonier than when I’d last seen him, and his beautiful, soil-colored skin had paled somewhat, as if he’d been in a dungeon this whole time. Though knowing him, it was probably a library.

      “Eshe… what’re you doing here?”

      He took out a tiny, blood-filled perfume bottle from his pocket. “I’ll close his wound.”

      Eshe and Pashang hadn’t gotten along that well. Besides, he hated what we’d done together. Hated the blood plague we’d summoned so we could all live.

      “Why, Eshe? Why would you help him?”

      “We all deserve second chances. But in return for saving him, you must grant me a single request.”

      “What request?”

      He shook his head. He obviously didn’t want to say it. “Time’s running out for him. Do you agree, Cyra?”

      Agree to a mystery request? Well, what choice did I have?

      “Of course. Save him, and I’ll grant you whatever is in my power.”

      Wafiq and the other healers stepped aside as Eshe knelt near Pashang. He dipped his finger in the perfume bottle, and painted on my husband’s already blood-soaked belly.

      In the meantime, I covered myself with one of Pashang’s robes.

      “Bloodwriting can be a blessed thing.” Wafiq shhd Kazin. The baby quieted down, comforted by the middle-aged Philosopher. The man did have a syrupy voice. “Many among the Children practiced this form of sorcery.”

      We all looked on as the blood bubbling from Pashang’s wound dried. His belly skin — now covered in lines and stars and the likenesses of living things — hardened over the wound, the way bread does in a brick oven.

      “Marvelous.” Wafiq stroked the child’s budding head of hair. He came close to my ear and whispered, “Eshe’s father, Hakaim, may have books of the Children in his collection that even I have not yet read. Though they are saint-worshippers, it would be wise to keep good relations with his son.”

      I wanted nothing but good relations with Eshe. But he hated me.

      Eshe covered Pashang with a horsehide blanket. “He’s a tough one, this khagan. He’ll be all right.” He stood and smiled at me. Then his eyes wet, and a heavy tear trailed down his cheek.

      “What’s wrong, Eshe?” I wanted to wipe it off, but worried he’d run away if I got near, like a desert gazelle.

      “It’s time for my request.” He turned to Wafiq. “Philosopher… give me the child.”

      His words shocked the whole yurt; we all froze for a moment.

      “What is it you want with this child?” Wafiq asked.

      “The boy has god’s blood,” Eshe replied.

      Nora rushed forward and stood between Wafiq and Eshe.

      I did the same. “Eshe, what are you saying?”

      “The cure came to me in a waking dream.” His tears dripped onto his caftan. “Marot gave it to us, that day when the Philosophers kidnapped me.” He did his best to smile. “He forced me to write these very words down, remember? Turns out, it was hidden in The Melody of Flowers the entire time.”

      “What was?” I asked.

      “A bloodrune disguised within the words. A bloodrune that can cure the blood plague.”

      “But why would Marot give us the cure?” I asked. “He hated mankind.”

      Or did he? What did I really understand of Marot and his intentions?

      Nothing, if I were being honest.

      Wafiq said, “‘There is no disease on this earth for which there is also not a cure.’ Chief Tala said this.” He looked down at the resting child, then at Nora’s jittering form. “Eshe, you were once an esteemed Disciple. As a learned man, I assume you understand ethics as keenly as any Philosopher. Do you think the cure is worth the cost?”

      “Given enough time, the blood plague will end millions of lives.” Eshe dabbed his wet cheeks with the collar of his caftan. “All we need to cure it is the blood of one child. I will make it painless. I must do what most others would not. I’ll leave my reckoning to Lat.”

      “No.” Tears soaked Nora’s face. Kohl trailed down her cheeks. She looked toward me. “Sultana, you cannot allow this. I may not remember the day I birthed him, but I know he is my son. Please.”

      I’d no fondness for Marot and Zedra’s child, but he was still just a baby. “Is there no other blood you can use?”

      “The bloodrune can only be written in god’s blood,” Eshe said. “And this child is the only one I know who has it.”

      I looked to Wafiq. “Uncle… did Father Chisti not say that one innocent life weighed as much as the entire world? What do you think is the right thing to do here?”

      “You said it yourself when we shared breakfast.” Wafiq rocked the sleeping baby. “We were not given these lofty positions for their luxuries and entitlements. We were given them to make these decisions, even if it means we can no longer sleep at night. An innocent child may indeed weigh as much as the world, but what of all the innocent children who will die if the blood plague spreads? Are we not necessitated to choose the suffering of one child over the suffering of many?” He rested his chin on the baby’s head. “But let us also carry the grief of the ones we sacrificed.” His voice turned hoarse, as if he were in pain. “Let it be our burden, as rulers.”

      It was like a weighing scale at the market, for these two. So long as the scales balanced, it didn’t matter what was on them, whether gold or the lives of children. I wondered how Tamaz made such decisions. Did he despise himself, too, at the end? Or with time and age, had he found some way back to peace?

      “He’s all I have!” Nora’s cry cut through my thoughts. “He’s all I have left in this world. My sister was shot. My grandfather was shot. By you people! By your tribe! And now… now you’re going to take my child, too?”

      “It’s true, we have done much evil to you, Nora. I am sorry. May Lat forgive us.” I gave Wafiq the nod.

      Nora reached to take her baby before Wafiq could hand him to Eshe. I grabbed her arms, tight as I could. She pulled against me with her might, so I pushed, hard enough that she tripped onto the carpet. Then I climbed on top and held her down as she writhed and cried.

      “May Lat curse you all!” she screamed. “I’ll do anything. Please don’t harm him! I’ll be obedient. I’ll be your slave. I’ll do anything you ask! Please just let me keep him! He’s my son. Don’t take him away from me. Don’t—”

      I covered her mouth with my arm. “I’m sorry.”

      The baby cried. The commotion was too much, even for its peaceful sleep. As Eshe left the yurt cradling it, the cries got farther away. But they stung my soul, as if they were the cries of everyone who’d suffered because of this war. A war I’d brought to this world, all because Zedra wanted me gone.

      The baby’s cries faded out of earshot. The body Zedra once inhabited went limp. Nora had given up, and now stared at the yurt ceiling, her eyes open and drained of spirit.

      “You’re evil,” she whispered.

      I got off and knelt at her side. Her saliva and snot marked my sleeve. “I know.”

      “Why am I still alive? At least let me die. Kill me, too. That’s all I ask. Just kill me. Kill me. Kill me…”

      It would be a sweet release, wouldn’t it? But she was too useful. She could bloodwrite, soulshift, and speak every language on earth. “I’m sorry, Nora. But I can’t let you die.”

      Wafiq stood over us. “I could give her some hemp to calm her. And you, too, Sultana. By Lat, I’ll take some myself.”

      Always with the palliatives. Numbness was the only answer to pain. So was death, if one could be so lucky.
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KEVAH

        

      

    

    
      A shrine guard nudged me awake. He said I’d fallen asleep whilst in prayer. When I asked him where the woman with auburn hair and sea-green eyes went, he shook his head and said he hadn’t seen her.

      It might as well have been a dream, for how little her appeals for peace mattered. I knew only one reality: win the battle, at any cost. I was committed to this course.

      Or was I? What was better than being with her? How could winning be more sumptuous than the pleasure we’d enjoyed on that strange beach? What prize awaited me on the warpath except more bile and flame?

      In the spirit of bile and flame, the army of Kashan began its march to Zelthuriya. Kinn and Ruhi returned with good news: the villagers at the bridgehead had already armed themselves, and eagerly upgraded to the fast-firing matchlocks she’d brought. They even wore bullets in sashes across their caftans. They were determined not to be driven out again, like when the Sylgiz attacked their homes in the Vogras last year.

      During the march, we learned the Jotrids assaulted the village after Ruhi’s delivery. But with the help of fast-firing matchlocks, they held their territory, and the bridge, for us.

      Good thing Babur’s sirdars rode there soon after, before the Jotrids could assault the Vograsians again, likely with a larger force.

      The mass of our army arrived a few days after that. A portly and perfumed man named Ozar welcomed us at the village. He’d brought camel-loads of goods from Dorud’s sea trade. He claimed they were “gifts from Grand Vizier Barkam” to aid our righteous cause. Babur graciously accepted the grain, spices, and livestock, whilst speaking with Ozar as if they were old friends. How telling that Barkam seemed so unwilling to help me when I’d asked. At least he realized the wind blew the other way, now.

      

      We marched over the bridge, past the river, and toward the oasis outside Zelthuriya. The blood cloud bulged behind it, shrouding the holy city from view.

      With Kinn holding my shoulders and beating his wings against the sky, I soared above the Jotrid and Sylgiz battle lines. Though fighting may not begin today, they had to get in formation in case we attacked. They’d divided their riders into the typical six groups — three at the front and three at the back. They’d likely use their back left and back right for wide maneuvers: flanking or surrounding an overextended line.

      At the front center were the saintcursers, distinguished by the green turbans wrapped around their onion-shaped helmets, which were covered in curses of the saints.

      The complexity of our own formations ached my head. There were rows of elephants, many sporting mounted swivel cannons called zamburaks. During the march, Babur went on and on about the genius of the light and easy swivel design. They’d even mounted them on the larger camels.

      Fearsome formations of sirdars, atop their Kashanese mares, stayed at the back. Arrays and assortments of khazis, each grouped with their respective orders, formed much of the fat of the force. About three-quarters possessed fast-firing matchlocks, while everyone had a sword, spear, and at least three daggers. A few of the tribal forces kept bows and arrows, too.

      Seeing so many cannons and matchlocks and hand bombs, I realized how much war had changed. These were novelties when I was first introduced to fighting at the age of ten. Now, sword and spear seemed like antiques Tengis would soon hang on the walls of his keep — if only it still stood.

      Given how chaotic a jumble the Kashanese army was, I could not insert myself into the command structure — if there even was one. More and more, it seemed each faction would do whatever it wanted, cohesion a distant dream.

      With the forces arrayed, the battle I’d wanted would begin at any moment. But what of parley? Lunara had been so eager for peace — had she struck some sense into Cyra, or was that appeal only meant for me?

      A rider charged from the direction of Qandbajar, almost to the death of his mare. I returned to Babur’s command tent as the sweat-soaked sirdar jogged his mare into camp.

      What he said to the colorful collection of mustachioed dignitaries and generals made my jaw hang. “Magus Sina and Magus Haytham succeeded in their mission. Qandbajar is ours.”

      Cheers, table thumping, and thigh clapping erupted. I felt left out, so did not partake.

      “Why did you not share this strategy with me?” I asked Shah Babur, who stood at the head of his broad, wooden table.

      Shah Babur raised his fist. The room quieted, as if by magic. “When did you ever earn my trust?”

      “I thought it obvious we were on the same side.”

      He let out a hmph. “It’s so black and white for you, isn’t it? You want us all to fit into your neat little lines. But I draw my own lines.”

      Shah Babur strode past me and out the flap of the tent. I followed. He snapped his fingers, and a bony man I recognized as his elephant keeper jogged off.

      A mass of sirdars gathered around Babur, each cheering and chanting praises to Lat. I tried to smile, but remained bitter.

      Thump-thump rattled the pegs as a gold-tusked elephant walked past the line of maroon tents toward Shah Babur. Two sirdars brought a majestic, ruby-encrusted stairstep, the top of which was level with the elephant’s back. With each step Babur took up the stairs, I worried it would collapse under his weight. Or perhaps I hoped it would, in the seething part of my heart.

      Once Babur seated himself upon the canopied howdah atop the elephant, which was also encrusted with too many rubies to count, he waved to all who’d gathered. “We have retaken the greatest city of Alanya without firing a bullet.”

      Babur pointed forward, and the elephant trudged through a widening gap in the crowd. I followed.

      “That is how weak our enemies are.” He spoke from his big belly, and it bellowed across the camp. “Their weapons and strategies are from a bygone era. It is only sorcery that sustains them. Sadly for them, we have sorcerers of our own.”

      Cheers and chants and claps and ululations filled the air.

      So they’d eliminated Cyra’s garrison with the power of the magi. Given that Cyra liked to station her soldiers in the houses of the common people, how much of the city had they destroyed while eliminating her garrison? Kyars would not have permitted such a course.

      Babur raised a fist to quiet his men, who stretched like a terrifying sea amid the tents perched in the scrub. “The Seluqal House of Kashan and the Seluqal House of Alanya have had our disagreements, but today, we forge a bond of eternal friendship.”

      A man on a black mare trotted toward Shah Babur’s elephant. The crowd made way, parting like dunes in the wind. He wore fitting Alanyan pomp: gold caftan, bronze vest, gold turban, shoes as pointy as my sword. Emeralds and sapphires glimmered across his necklace and bracelets.

      I realized, then, how foolish I’d been. I swallowed a noxious rage, much of it directed at myself.

      “I hereby proclaim Hurran, son of Mansur son of Haran, the Shah of Alanya.” More cheers sounded, which Babur had to stop with his fist. “Henceforth, he is the master of Qandbajar and the master of this realm. He is the Shadow of Lat and the Keeper of Zelthuriya. We fight to restore Alanya in his name. And in the name of my daughter, who will soon be his wife, thereby uniting our realms with the bond of love — for Lat and for each other. Henceforth, a man of Kashan and a man of Alanya will be equal, wheresoever he may find himself between these two great kingdoms. Henceforth, a man of Alanya and a man of Kashan will be nothing less than brothers.”

      Such lovely, hopeful, poetic words. But it was all done behind my back. All done to undermine the shah I fought for.

      Babur took off his turban, the ruby tassels reflecting the high sun. He reached down and handed it to Hurran, who almost had to stand on his mare to grab it. Then Hurran took off his golden turban and gave it to Babur. They wore each other’s turbans to the music of jubilation. Trumpets blasted, drums banged, and singers chanted.

      Kyars was now a dead man, even if he still survived within Chisti’s shrine. It was Kyars I fought for, not Hurran. It was Kyars I’d pledged to restore. Instead, I’d watched as his right to rule was destroyed from all sides. Not just watched — I helped bring it about by trusting too freely, or perhaps by being too caught up in my anger. I’d made so many enemies, but worse than that, I’d let my enemies keep breathing. Sooner or later, this was the outcome: a knife in that soft spot in your back.

      I was a simpleton. And cleverer men had outplayed me.

      I considered climbing Babur’s elephant and putting Black Rose through his heart. But that would likely begin another destructive succession war, this time in Kashan, and all the blood would be on my hands.

      Besides, were I in Babur’s position, I would’ve done what he’d just done. Only days ago, I was keen to make Hurran Governor of Merva — even if it meant murdering his siblings — so I could get its eight thousand khazis. We were all fighting for ourselves against each other. An alliance only mattered until a better one came along.

      Still, I couldn’t let my rage go unquenched. I walked toward Hurran’s black horse, pushing the cheerers aside.

      “I expected shrewdness from you,” I shouted to be heard, “but you’ve crossed the line.”

      He ignored me and waved to the crowd as they chanted “Shah Hurran!” I tugged his horse’s tail. It whinnied and half-kicked at those behind it.

      Hurran looked down at me. “Like my father once did, I saw my chance and took it.”

      “And how did that turn out for him?”

      “He didn’t have the might of Kashan at his back.”

      “And what of my might, Hurran? You’ve made a powerful friend, for true. But have you considered that you’ve also made a powerful enemy?”

      “I don’t want you to be my enemy, Kevah. I’m sorry it all had to be done behind your back. Burning that entire forest to force this march didn’t exactly put you in Babur’s circle of trust.”

      “Kyars is the rightful Shah of Alanya.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything right about that lustful lout being shah. I’ll do what must be done to restore Alanya. I see no reason why you should not support me, Kevah.”

      Support him? When he’d not trusted me with this scheme?

      “You’re asking me to betray Kyars.” I swallowed my spit. “I’ll keep my honor, even if I’m the last one to do so on this fucking earth.”

      “Your choice.” He returned to waving. “But if you insist on Kyars being shah, then we’ll be enemies. Don’t forget — Babur’s magi have just retaken Qandbajar, by themselves. I hear they’ve been practicing sorcery far longer than you’ve been breathing.”

      “You trying to frighten me?” I gave him a bitter chuckle. “I’ve killed three magi, Hurran. What are two more?”

      “Lest you forget, Cyra and her tribes are the true enemy. Who but us can stop her from murdering Abyads and summoning blood plagues as she likes?”

      “There are more than two sides.”

      Hurran laughed. He looked down on me. “You’re the one who’s always saying it — ‘you’re either with the righteous, or with the wicked.’ A line has been drawn in the sand — you’re just upset it wasn’t you who drew it. Swallow your pride, and let’s win this battle for the Seluqal House you were born to serve.”

      He made a decent case. But why should I accept decent? Had I not the right to force what I wanted — what I believed to be just — even if it meant clashing against their vision? “You think I’ll grovel? I am the magus who will wear all masks, appointed so by Lat herself.”

      Hurran rolled his eyes. “Were you ever after justice? Or was it all about your pride? If it’s justice you sought, then know that I will deliver it — for the Abyads, for the saints, for the Zelthuriyans, and for all who suffer beneath Jotrid, Sylgiz, and Crucian banners.” He loomed his head closer. “But if you, like baser men, merely sought your own ascension, then know that I will appoint you to whatever position you would ask. I’ll even name you my Grand Vizier. But you must affirm that you are for me. These are dangerous times, and I would not have potential threats in my midst.”

      In that moment, stripped of my influence over the army I’d brought to these sands, all I had was pride and honor. “I promised Shah Kyars that I would aid him. That duty matters to me, more than you would understand.”

      “Who gives a rotten fig about Kyars or one man’s naive promise? Have the people of Alanya not suffered enough? Would you smash our country and faith into yet more pieces? Straighten your priorities. You cannot be dutiful to one man while ignoring your higher duty to Lat and the people.”

      I could if I wanted to. I’d been dutiful to Sadie while ignoring my higher duty. But more than that, I couldn’t serve someone I didn’t trust.

      “I will not help you, Hurran. I will restore Alanya, as I wish to see it.”

      He sighed and adjusted his ill-fitted ruby turban. “I’m going to give you time to let your anger settle, so you’ll stop stewing in it. Like I said, I don’t want to be your enemy. But Shah Babur… with two magi at his back, he’s far more dismissive of you. I can’t guarantee you’ll be welcome in this camp. Can’t guarantee he won’t try to… get you out of his way, if you know what I mean.”

      A rider galloped toward us from the direction of Zelthuriya. He shouted something. Once he came near enough, the words, “The blood cloud is no more! The blood cloud is no more!” rang across the camp.

      Upon hearing that, I did not waste time. “Kinn!”

      The little jinn flapped down from his sky perch toward me.

      “We go to Zelthuriya, now!”
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BASIL

        

      

    

    
      My bloodrune-covered son walked by the terrified, sick men lying on their pallets toward the room’s far wall. I followed but kept my eye on the door, knowing that gholam would soon rush through, their matchlocks eager for the flesh of two traitorous unbelievers.

      “Where are you going?” I asked as he faced the wall. Only one way led out of this room, and he’d walked farthest from it.

      Doran knelt. He released a watery cough. He put his hand in front of his face and coughed again. The blood he must’ve drank sprayed from his mouth and onto his fingers.

      “They say elder’s blood can open unseen doors.” He painted shapes on the wall with the black blood. They resembled the Paramic calligraphy with the strange, curled lines I’d seen in the caves around Zelthuriya. It was as if tentacles sprouted from the letters.

      “Are you a bloodwriter?” I asked, utterly astonished.

      The rumble of bootsteps shook my bones. It could only be scores of gholam, running through the hallway leading to our room. They were about to kill us.

      But somehow, the sight of Doran painting bloodrunes was yet more terrifying. “I am what I am, just like you.”

      “What happened to you in Labyrinthos? What did Saurva do to you?”

      “A fate worse than death. O’ Blood Star, give it life as you gave life to us.”

      The bloodrunes on the wall glowed. The gholam rushed into the room, lined up, and aimed their matchlocks. Doran grabbed my hand and pulled me inside the stone.

      Shots rang and exploded into the wall behind us. We went deeper into the stone, swimming through solids, opaque black surrounding us. I could not breathe, and gasped and gagged, my lungs eager to burst.

      Then we came to an opening with air. Dark and dank and cold. A proper cave, as far as I could guess. I fell onto my knees and choked. Doran smacked my back.

      Stones shot out of my mouth. I heaved in all the air I could, relieved to breathe again.

      Doran coughed stones, too. “That was the thinnest wall into the forbidden area, and we still almost died.” He coughed again, and blood splattered onto his hand. Though I could not see in the darkness, I guessed he was writing another bloodrune.

      His palm glowed red with the light of that rune. It was so fierce, it brightened our surroundings. We were indeed in a cave. The walls shimmered green from moss.

      “You’ll be happy to know the blood plague will end any moment now. Those who worship the angels in these lands ought to rejoice.”

      It did not make me happy. Because I did not yet know what I’d paid for it.

      I grabbed my son’s shoulders and looked at him. Being in the belly of Labyrinthos had sapped his color. His curled black locks reached his neck, and blood covered his mouth and chin.

      I shook him, hoping to awaken his senses. “Doran, stop this. We don’t have to do what they tell us. We are men. We are free. We can choose.”

      “Remember that story you’d tell me at bedtime? About the man whose ship broke in the storm, and so a whirlpool swallowed him? We are like that man, Father. We can swim against the whirlpool as much as we want. But in the end, it is inevitable. It always swallows us.”

      “But at least we fought. We did not submit to the powers above. We did not assume them superior, and ourselves inferior.” I heaved in another breath. “Do you think I became imperator by following the path they set for me? I cleaned the pig shit off the boots of the Saturni lords. By brute force, I broke everything standing in my way to the throne. And then I marched east and conquered Himyar, Labash, and Alanya, taking what I wished and asking permission from no one. As your father, did I not inspire you to do the same?”

      “You fought other men. But would you also fight the sun, to stop it from rising?”

      I shook my head in disdain. “Is what you fear so inevitable?”

      Doran raised his glowing hand. The light revealed a passageway inclining downward.

      “It is, Father. They showed me. Time itself flows toward the End of Epochs. No man can hope to turn the arrow of time off its course — that is a power for the outer gods alone. By serving the inevitable, I am earning us mercy from one who can spare us. It is the only way we can be saved from joining the soul sea of an angel.”

      “Is it the Uncreated who will spare us?”

      Doran spat out something fleshy. It stuck to the ground and resembled brain matter. “Words are powerful, but our human languages don’t suffice. You can name the ocean, but where it ends and another begins is hardly obvious. Someone else may draw different lines, with different names. What matters is that we are standing upon an egg, and before the end of time, it will hatch. Our souls will either suffer within the soul sea of that new creation, or be saved from it.” He clasped my cheek with his bitterly cold hand. “Of this truth, I am convinced. Anything else we may believe is a brief salve to make ourselves feel better.”

      The truth was awful. I’d known that all along, ever since the day Saurva’s mother climbed on top and took my seed in exchange for the imperator’s scepter. She’d asked me what form I wanted her to take, and I told her about a cousin I lusted for. The girl was a bastard, the daughter of my aunt on my mother’s side and a Thamesian mercenary she’d bedded. Light brown hair down to her eager breasts, and perfectly pink cheeks beneath warm, pecan eyes.

      But Saurva’s mother, strange creature that she was, could only manage a crude, doll-like imitation of that mesmerizing girl. Her lack of pupils didn’t help, either. So I blindfolded her. It took seven minutes to climax.

      Afterward, I’d wanted to go to the river to wash off, but something pulled me into a heavy sleep. My soul traveled from my body, and I flew into a dark heaven. There, standing upon an endless sheet of ice, I beheld the vast void which whispered to me of the Uncreated and its uncaring, all-encompassing might. It showed me that the Archangel was like a gnat on an elephant’s back. And from then on, I hid within me a discordant truth that other Ethosians would not have to suffer while on this earth — at least until the End of Epochs drowned us in it.

      It made having faith hard. But I bit down and tried. I tried to believe in better things, and still it had led me to this.

      Doran hastened down the incline, the walls around him wet and green. It was the only way forward, so I followed. The incline wound and twisted, like a spiral staircase covered in limestone and stalagmites, leading us deeper.

      The Gate, Saurva had called it. But perhaps that was just a word, too. Like Opener, and all the other ways we try to understand ourselves in the light of the incomprehensible.

      On we went, plunging into the abyss. We must’ve fallen far below the Shrine of Chisti, by now. Low enough that even the gholam could not reach, if even they knew the way.

      And then we came upon a humming wind, and a light, glowing somber and orange in the distance. We followed, as if ushered by the cool fountain breeze at the gate to Paradise.

      The jagged cave walls turned smooth. Men, or perhaps jinn, had chiseled the unadorned room that now surrounded us. The floor evened out, and we entered a hall. Dust swirled about, ancient and solemn. Huge slabs of limestone formed the walls, floor, and ceiling, patterned with drawings of circles within circles. Doran dashed forward, and I kept pace.

      A door as large as that of the Shrine of Chisti stood ahead. My son raised his glowing hand, revealing the bloodrunes snaking up and across the slab of dark stone.

      “This is it, Father.” He turned to me and struggled to smile, the edges of his mouth twitching. “This is the fulfillment of my purpose, and the beginning of yours.”

      From the weight and sadness of his words, I knew something dismal hid behind them. “What purpose would that be, my son?”

      “You are the Opener, and I…” He put his hand on his heart. “I am the key.”

      “You are only what you choose. Is this what you deem your purpose? Or is it what they decided for you?”

      “You know I was never as strong as you. They tortured me. But ‘torture’ is a shadow of what it was. They simply forced me to stare at the sun and see what keeps us all alive. And so I expanded… I grew larger than myself, like you did when you proclaimed yourself the Opener.”

      I hugged my son. Pressed his cold cheek against mine. “I was lying, Doran.”

      “And yet, you told the truth. You did it, Father. You are the Opener.”

      He pulled out of my hug, stepped backward, and touched the stone door.

      The bloodrunes on his body alighted, blazing in crimson. They formed a pattern with the bloodrunes on the door.

      The stone of the door grew over my son’s hand. As it did, his hand melted into the stone, and the bloodrunes across the door shimmered.

      I took his other hand and pulled. Doran broke out of my hold and pushed me. I stumbled onto my back. My eyes yearned to fall out of their sockets as I watched the door and my son become one.

      “Doran! Get away…” I knew it was too late. I swallowed my despair.

      “I must become what created us all. I must become words.”

      The bloodrunes on my son’s body blazed in rhythm with those of the door. Then the runes on the door changed shape, spiral lines sprouting out of the letters like tentacles shooting from the body of an octopus.

      “Doran… don’t leave me alone in this world.”

      He smiled. “Goodbye, Father. I hope to see you in Paradise.”

      The last remnant of my son merged with the door, the runes on it lighting up and coursing with fluidity — changing their shapes and sizes, becoming more.

      A blinding light flashed. I closed my eyes just as it scathed me. It was as if the sun had landed on my lids.

      When it was over, I opened my eyes, but remained blinded. I blinked and blinked until I could see the faint edges of the room around me.

      The stone door was gone, along with my son. In its place, green fireflies fluttered. Thousands of them lit up the walls beyond the threshold, revealing a gravestone. A narrow stairwell sat just ahead of it. It led down toward what must be the Gate.
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CYRA

        

      

    

    
      I’d once told Eshe that “if you don’t value one life, you don’t value any.” I was, of course, being a hypocrite. I might feel bad sometimes, but I didn’t care if people I hardly knew died. Eshe, however, cared about everyone. Cared about them so much, he was willing to sacrifice an innocent child to save them.

      I’d told Wafiq I believed that to be just, but in my heart, I knew it was more hypocrisy. You can’t murder a baby and call it good, even if its blood would save the lives of millions. In my heart, the wrongness was plain.

      But I wore my hypocrisy like a caftan. I’d wear any justification, argument, or doctrine if it bolstered my cause. I was rooted to nothing and would let any breeze carry me, so long as it brought me to the throne.

      I didn’t feel bad about it. But I felt bad that I didn’t feel bad about it. My inner rot was making me sick, like the trash we let pile on Qandbajar’s streets that wafted up into the palace.

      I could not turn back. The straight path was gone to me. I saw only one way to save myself: if everything I’d done and would do for power could ultimately lead to something good. I’d embrace that final good, if only to feel better about all the evil I did to bring it about.

      And so I would become like Eshe.

      Gokberk strode into my yurt, breaking me from my ruminations.

      “Qandbajar has fallen,” he said.

      It did not sound real. But Gokberk would not lie.

      I put my salt tea on the table and stood to face him. “That can’t be. We left a garrison of five thousand to guard both layers of the circle wall.”

      Gokberk held up five fingers. “And only five hundred survived.”

      I chuckled from the absurdity. “Then we might as well surrender, right now.”

      My cousin didn’t share my humor. He stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled.

      A Sylgiz rider entered through the flap, his teeth chattering. Water drenched the man’s caftan and robe, as if he’d been at the bottom of the ocean.

      “It was the magi,” he said. “One of them summoned the rain, and the already-bursting channels spewed. Whole city flooded. Then the other pulled down spears of lightning from the clouds, the way you pull a rope to ring a bell. Everyone boiled in that water. Everyone. Was lucky to be near the eastern gate. We’d no choice but to open it and run.”

      “So the Pearl of Cities fell to some bad weather.” I laughed. But within, I was crying. Just when I’d sighted the finish line, the carriage’s wheels had exploded.

      Qandbajar was my home. Qandbajar was all I fought for. It was the pearl I wanted to polish until it outshone even the sun. Without it, what was I?

      “And the Sand Palace?” I asked.

      The wet rider shrugged. “Seemed fine to me. The rest of the city, though… barely a stone left standing.”

      I let out another bitter chuckle, hoping someone would say this was all a jape. Instead, the wet rider walked out of the yurt, his boots sloshing on the carpet.

      I could at least take comfort in the fact that my enemies were as vile as me. Even the righteous magi, proud defenders of the Latian faith, would murder tens of thousands of innocent believers just to strike us heretics.

      More likely, they’d argue it was my fault for housing our riders among the common folk. Us hypocrites always find a way to wash our hands.

      “The blood cloud has disappeared!” someone outside cried. “I can see the holy mountains, plain and pristine!”

      So Eshe’s sacrifice of god’s blood had worked. He’d painted the pattern he found hidden in The Melody of Flowers using the blood of Nora’s child.

      I stuck my head out the entrance flap. “Get me Celene,” I said to the guard. “At once.”

      I turned back to face my cousin, who was massaging the crater in his beard.

      “Gokberk… you know that Babur is going to press his advantage. The blood cloud’s end has made this the opportune moment. He’s going to attack. What is our strategy?”

      “We fight. What else is there to do?”

      Fight… against the magi. I needed Lunara. Only by starwriting could I stop our utter defeat. But where had she gone? Had she abandoned us when it mattered?

      I snapped my fingers. “Let’s request a parley. Babur might think we seek to surrender, granting us more time.”

      Gokberk shrugged. “More time for what?”

      “I don’t know. Just do it.”

      Celene entered. She was skinnier than I’d ever seen her, and rosier, too. While the weight of this war crushed us all, her faith let her float. That sky-blue caftan with mother-of-pearl buttons looked like something Zedra would wear.

      “I heard about Qandbajar.” Celene kept her hands behind her back. “I’m so sorry, Sultana.”

      I hadn’t the time to mourn it. I could not let the loss of my home weaken my resolve.

      “Take an escort and go to Imperator Basil. See if you can convince him to let us enter Zelthuriya, so we have a defensive position to fall back on in the likelihood Babur’s armies and magi prove irresistible.”

      “May I take Nora? She speaks Old Church better than I do.”

      “Nora is not in the appropriate state of mind. You’ll have to do your best.” I pulled my dagger from my belt. The white blade shimmered like a pearl that had devoured the sun. “Give this back to him. Tell him it saved my life.”

      I had plenty more Tear stored in my yurt, thanks to the Sultan of Tagkalay. Kevah would obviously go to Zelthuriya, though I did not know if he and Basil were still enemies. I hoped they were so Basil could kill him for me.

      Celene took the dagger and stuck it in her robe. “It shall be as you desire, Sultana.” She put a hand to her heart and smiled.

      Too much was happening too fast. With the blood cloud gone, we needed Zelthuriya to be our shield. I doubted the magi would bring rain and lightning to the holy city, like they’d done to Qandbajar. If Celene could convince Basil and his hundred thousand to let us in, it just might save us.

      

      Once Celene and Gokberk left to fulfill their tasks, a drongo fluttered down the ceiling hole and onto my pallet. I averted my gaze as Saurva snap-snapped into her human form, black feathers flying all over and vanishing as they hit the ground. Soon enough, my yurt smelled of bone marrow and sinew.

      “Go take a look at Zelthuriya without your eyepatch,” she said as skin wrapped around her chest, neck, and face. “You might like what you see.”

      “Why?”

      Azure hair sprouted from her scalp and snaked down to her waist. “Go and see.”

      “What… right now?”

      She nodded as her pupils became barbed spirals.

      I left the yurt, faced the direction of Zelthuriya’s mountains — which seemed redder than I remembered — and slid down my eyepatch.

      The water drained from my mouth.

      Black spires shot out of the mountaintops, bent at wide angles, and led toward a many-sided body. The creature resembled an enormous spider. In fact, given that it had eight legs, I’d say it was a spider, one large enough to devour a city.

      Huge human-like eyes covered the thing’s body, each with red or green pupils. They blinked in strange patterns. The longer I stared at them, the more I realized those weren’t pupils. They were letters… or perhaps even entire words…

      I knew not to stare any longer. I slid my eyepatch on with a jitter and returned to my yurt. Saurva was sitting on my clothes chest, her naked behind floating just above it.

      “What the fuck is that thing?” I asked.

      “It’s your salvation, Cyra. The jinn won’t go near Zelthuriya. Not with one of the Twelve standing guard over it.”

      “One of the Twelve? So it’s another angel?”

      “Indeed. Stay within Malak’s shade, and you’ll be safe from the magi.”

      Such a clever dev. Had she planned this the entire time?

      “Was it hiding in the blood fog? Was this part of your scheme?”

      “I told you the blood fog was the Realm of the Angels, did I not? It’s not my fault you don’t know what that means. You ought to be a little more curious.”

      “Then tell me — what exactly do you mean by ‘stay in its shade?’ How close would I have to be for it to ward off the jinn tribes?”

      “If you can see it, it can see you, which means it can also see any jinn near you. And they don’t want angels to see them. Should a magus order them to go within its line of sight, they’ll almost certainly refuse.”

      So this ghastly angel was my best hope. Wasn’t the first time I’d be relying on something unholy for victory.

      “All right… so we just have to stay within eyeshot. Given the size of that thing, it doesn’t sound so difficult. Although… it may save us from the jinn, but what about other men? What about Babur’s host?”

      Saurva snickered. “I can’t help you do everything, Cyra. You’ll just have to inspire your people to victory.” She grinned. “Let me give you something, for good luck.”

      The dev floated toward me. I backed away and hit the post I’d once tied Sadie to. Saurva brought her face close, her breaths like rotten ice.

      “Get away,” I cried.

      The spirals in her eyes rotated at speed, and she planted a cold kiss on my lips.

      Ice shot to my brain. I could not move my limbs. Could not even shut my eyes.

      She slurped my saliva. Then giggled. “You’ve changed, Cyra.” She pointed at my belly. “Did you realize you were with child?”

      Oh no. This was either more mind games, or something far worse: the truth.

      “That’s not all that’s different. Something more incredible flows within you.”

      Her limbs contracted. Feathers sprung from her pale skin. Because I was paralyzed, I could not turn my gaze away.

      “But I’ll leave that for you to figure out,” she said in a dark voice. A beak shot out of her mouth as she shrunk. “It just might be the key to victory.”

      Only once she’d flown up through the ceiling hole could I move again. I rushed to wash my tongue and lips with lye.

      

      Babur accepted our request to parley. I rode to the meeting with Gokberk and an appropriate escort of saintcursers.

      The Shah of Kashan came on horseback, despite his fondness for elephants. Hurran rode at his side, along with two masked men wearing rough, woolen cloaks. Their masks were wooden and featureless, and I suspected they were the magi who’d obliterated Qandbajar’s garrison. Though I could not tell which could bring the rain, and which the lightning. Wafiq once mentioned that if two magi bond, they could even command each other’s jinn tribes. If true, they were both equally dangerous.

      I slipped off my eyepatch and turned toward Zelthuriya. The spider-like angel, Malak, stood over the mountain peaks. I could see it, and so it could see us — believing Saurva, that meant those magi could not bring their jinn here. I was safe from them.

      It seemed we would all remain on our horses. No one had pitched a yurt for a more deliberate meeting. To my mind, that meant this was a formality. Unless we gave him our total surrender, Babur would attack.

      We stared at each other for a good while before Shah Babur trotted forward. He wore a rose-colored turban with the falcon sigil of Seluqal Kashan at the center, as well as tamarind brocade. Though rather plump, his tallness was imposing. He kept his back staunch and straight.

      As for Hurran, he looked shockingly dignified in his golden and bronze turban, the simurgh sigil of Seluqal Alanya blazing atop it. His similarly colored brocade was as resplendent as anything I’d ever seen Tamaz or Kyars wear.

      “Where is Kevah?” I asked once Babur came within earshot. Lunara had said she would convince him to make peace. I only hoped that was what she’d been doing, all this time.

      One of the masked magi trotted forward and said, “You are in the presence of the Shah of Kashan, the Shadow of God, the Khagan of Khagans, the Shah of Shahs, the Protector of Holy Zelthuriya, the Vice Regent of Lat, the Sword of the Saints…” He went on and on in his nasally voice.

      Once he’d finished, I again asked, “Where is Kevah?”

      The magus said, “You are also in the presence of the Shah of Alanya, the Shadow of God, the Khagan of Khagans, the Shah of Shahs, the Protector of Holy Zelthuriya…” He repeated many of the same titles while gesturing at Hurran.

      It seemed Babur wanted to put his own man on the throne. Not surprising, though I would’ve expected him to do it after the battle was won, not before. Taking Qandbajar so easily must’ve emboldened him. But what did Kevah — ever Kyars’ advocate — think of that?

      “Where is Kevah?” I asked for a third time.

      Babur chuckled. “Bend your neck, you Sylgiz bitch. Bend your neck, and maybe I won’t have every soldier in my army, as well as the camels, elephants, and horses, piss in your mouth after I win.”

      Gokberk trotted closer. “How about I stick my cock in your mouth, you saint-worshipping dog.”

      I glanced at my cousin with surprise. Strange to be so protective of a woman he hated. At least he was wise enough to put that aside while larger enemies loomed.

      “When the battle is won, you will pledge your service to the Children,” he said. “Or you will join your saints in the ditch we shit in.”

      “You will pay a heavy price for desecrating the saints,” Babur replied.

      Gokberk snickered. “Tell me, when they weigh you on your birthday, is there enough gold in all of Kashan to balance the scale?”

      “There’s more gold in my privy than a brute like you will ever see.” Babur devoured a date, then gestured to the magus at his side.

      “Here are the terms of your surrender,” the magus with the nasally voice said. For whatever reason, the other magus kept silent. “You will pledge fealty to Shah Hurran and Shah Babur. You will disarm. One third of the Jotrids and one third of the Sylgiz — and it must be a mix of children, able-bodied men, and marriage-aged women — will be taken to Kashan as slaves, to serve as a recompense for Shah Babur’s labors to restore this kingdom. The remaining two thirds will leave Alanya and return to the Waste, to act as wards for the Seluqal border, and to be called upon by either of the two shahs as needed. You will also pay an indemnity of seventy thousand gold rupiyas every year, for the next twenty years, as blood money to the Abyad tribes.”

      I’d forgotten how much gold weight there was in a rupiya versus a dinar. No matter. Even during the best of years, I doubted the Sylgiz tribe earned half that much. We were not meant to accept these terms.

      “You’re so generous, Babur,” I said. “Your mercy is inspired by Lat’s own. Unfortunately, I am not so merciful. Alanya belongs to the Children, and I am their caliph. You are transgressing against us and our authority, just as your ancestors have done since coming south, six hundred years ago. But worry not — that unholy legacy ends now. No Seluqal will rule in Alanya until the moon swallows itself. Not you, and not the little puppet you’ve dressed up in gold and bronze. Go home, or I promise, I’ll make Kashan ring with the weeping of widows.”

      “Such a sharp tongue. I can’t wait to stick it in my elephant’s arsehole.” Shah Babur chuckled and shook his fat head. “Open your eyes and ears, you dumb Sylgiz cunt. Lat gave us dominion over her believers’ lands. Had she intended it for the Children, they wouldn’t be gone from this world. Blood is nothing holy, and your blood least of all. If your people truly believe that you — among all the wretched things that crawl out of the Waste these days — are fit to lead them, then they’ve dug the deepest of holes for their heads.” He smiled with a worrying confidence. “Let’s set faith aside, for a moment. We’ve brought cannons the like of which you’ve never seen. We have two magi. We are lacking in nothing, and soon we will have your tribes, as well.” He took a breath. “I’m leaving the door open so you can flee, Cyra. I’m not even asking for your head, or your cousin’s, or your husband’s. That they have you leading them is proof enough that I don’t need to — you’re all weak. Surrender, and I’ll allow you and your ilk to live out your lives on some shit patch in the Waste.”

      He was a man used to war. In Kashan, they often fought the Sargosans on the sea and various strange blood cults on land — I recalled as much from my tutoring sessions. Kashanese khazis served in armies across the earth, such as in Redbeard’s navy. His crude confidence was earned.

      “We’re all the same, Babur,” I said. “We’re all ilk. We’re all brutes. We’re all born from the cold. The only difference is — we’re going to win, and you and your powerless magi are going to drown in sorrow. We’ll see what the stars have to say about your cannons, your elephants, and most of all, you.”

      Was that a nervous chuckle? “Your reputation as a sorceress is well known. Easily your best asset. But we’re not without our own surprises in that field. Qandbajar was only the first.” He took the reins and turned away. “Were I a kinder man, I’d be sorry for what I’m about to do to you.”

      He rode back to his camp, eager to make war.

      

      The battle began with the blasts of Babur’s bombards. He’d perched them upon a tall dune, where he’d built wood flooring to keep them from sinking into sand. From our vantage, they twinkled like stars on the horizon. Hundreds of them, flashing in unison, obeying the commands of their master.

      The cannonballs screamed through the air. Seconds later, they exploded amid our formations. Chunks of horses, men, and women scattered, trailing blood.

      Dozens died in these volleys. Yet more lost limbs and flesh. The healing tents perched at the front of camp began to fill. Our formations of Jotrids, Sylgiz, and saintcursers spread wider across the scrub to better bear the cannon blasts.

      One thing we could not do: retreat westward and leave Zelthuriya behind. If Babur’s line advanced to the southern passage, then he would win, and we would be homeless Waste tribes roaming a hostile desert.

      With Pashang still asleep, I had to work with Gokberk to stop that outcome.

      After silencing his own cannons, Babur ordered his drummers, trumpeters, oud players, and singers to make war music. He also ordered his elephants forward. Each wore armor and more gold than we had in our treasury. And each had zamburak swivel cannons mounted upon the howdahs on their backs.

      We’d prepared for this. We took a hundred camels, doused them in the stickiest oil, and lit them on fire. We sent them shrieking toward the elephants, in hope to startle the massive beasts.

      With long-barreled matchlocks, the riders upon the elephants shot the flaming camels before they got close. Each camel turned into a charred mess of bones upon the scrub.

      Then the zamburaks, which could swivel to fire at any angle, unloaded. The cannon blasts were smaller than those of the bombards, but far more accurate. Gokberk ordered our frontline to charge the elephants rather than stand around and be blown up.

      But it took far too many arrows and bullet balls to down a single elephant, especially with the armor they wore. And the sirdars sitting in the howdahs fired their long-barreled matchlocks and killed dozens of our best riders.

      Sending our back left and back right tumens to flank their line didn’t help. Fierce tribal warriors guarded their sides, and though many used simpler weapons, they were no less eager for blood. Khazis, filled with a hateful zeal, rotated from the front line to the sides, and plunged themselves into the thickest fighting.

      What a mess. If only I could win by writing on the stars. But then what would I pray for? A victory as cursed as the ones that had come before, that had brought me to this awful low?

      

      As the leader — the caliph — I could not lose heart. Though men and animals exploded around me, I could not leave our tumens, lest morale collapse. So I rode through the lines on my mare and met with the chiefs, captains, and commanders under the darkening sky. I also encouraged the Jotrids to blow their long horns and sing from their throats, so we might drown out Babur’s sweeter music.

      Talking with them, I understood that the elephants and their zamburaks had formed a mobile, yet insurmountable wall. We’d charged them to no success. We didn’t have the means to overcome the fast-firing matchlocks of the sirdars sitting in the howdahs.

      Every hour, Babur ordered the elephants forward. To avoid obliteration by the zamburaks, we moved our line back. At the rate things were going, he’d reach the oasis, our camp, and the southern passage of Zelthuriya tomorrow. That would surely rout us.

      And even if we did — somehow — overcome the elephants, there were still twenty thousand hardened warriors of Kashan to contend with. But their number mattered less than their guns. Even our best riders lacked the rate and range of fire to match the average warrior in their army.

      Babur knew it. That was why, as the red of sunset streaked across the clouds, he sent his elite riders to test ours. Thousands of sirdars mounted on the speediest Kashanese mares, each wielding advanced matchlocks, rode past the elephants and crashed into our saintcursers. It was our most hopeful moment, because if we could defeat them rider to rider, we could take heart that we were the better warriors.

      Our saintcursers feigned retreat and fired volleys of steel-tipped arrows. Covered in chainmail and mirror armor, the sirdars gave chase. They fired their matchlocks and the feigned retreat of the saintcursers turned into a real one.

      To prevent the sirdars from shooting their way to our camp, our back left and back right attempted to encircle them. But they caught wind of the maneuver and retreated behind the elephants with time to spare.

      Our best trained riders returned to camp bloody and despondent. They dismounted and went toward their yurts, likely seeking the comfort of their wives, husbands, and children.

      “You are the hope of the Children,” I shouted from atop my saddle as they exchanged their tired mares for fresh ones. Their splintered chainmail, empty quivers, and bloodied vests proved they did not lack valor.

      “Would you let that hope die?” I asked. Then I let out a whimper, revealing my despair when they needed me to be strong.

      Gokberk trotted over on his spotted mare. “Let them take solace in their prayers.”

      Perhaps I needed to find solace, myself. “We can’t charge those elephants. We can’t hit the sirdars in the front, either, just like Pashang always warned. We need to do something surprising. What if we divided our force in half and rode around Qandbajar to hit them from behind?”

      Gokberk shook his head. “Yours is not a military mind, Cousin. Tell me — where is the surprise in that? They have scouts everywhere. They’ll see what we’re doing, and then they’ll charge our thinned front line, break into the oasis, and have their way with our camp.”

      I grunted in frustration. “And where has your military mind run off to, Cousin? You wanted Pashang gone so badly, yet you can’t lead the day without him.”

      “I’ve led tumens to victory more times than you fucked that Jotrid drunk.”

      “Oh, brilliant response. I tolerated your vile tongue because you served a purpose. But now I’m growing tired of you. If you can’t lead us to victory, I’ll find someone who will.”

      Gokberk crossed his arms and glared at me. “Then I’ll take the Sylgiz and go far from this war you started. You aren’t avenging the Children. All you’ve done is invite the Seluqals to dine upon us.”

      Indeed, I’d invited them to dine, but I also intended to slit their throats when the meal was served, which is something I wished I’d done to my cousin, long ago.
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      Earlier that day…

      I steadied myself upon the high dune and stared. The angel stood over Zelthuriya upon eight legs of obsidian. Its body was just as dark, except for the eyes blinking across it. The letter-like pupils reminded me of the writing on the children’s tongues, which appeared on the fish’s body after it devoured them.

      Kinn floated near my head. “I can’t go any farther. That thing will eat me.”

      “But you’ve braved the angels before.”

      “This is different. The blood cloud may be gone, but Zelthuriya must still be the Realm of the Angels. And now, there’s no fog to hide behind.” The little jinn gulped. “I may only be a lowly shiqq, but that angel… it exists to vanquish all jinn. I am certain of it — that is Malak, one of the Twelve. In our stories, it devoured a thousand jinn tribes by itself. They say the power of all the angels stirs within its eyes.”

      Kinn was no coward, of that I was certain. He was braver than the Efreet, who insisted on giving the giant angel an even wider berth, which I could understand after witnessing what happened to Marada, Sultana of the Marid, at Marot’s hand. I could not demand Kinn risk a fate worse than death, especially when this angel was so large.

      And so it would just be me, Black Rose, and my broken angel armor. “I’m still going. I will not abandon Shah Kyars. I have a—”

      “Duty,” Kinn completed. “I know. You never shut up about it.”

      “Let Babur and Cyra murder each other. I will stand with the man I promised to help.”

      Was I foolish for doing so? I could turn around, bend my neck to Babur and Hurran, and focus only on destroying Cyra and her tribes. Once we’d done that, we could annihilate the Crucian host.

      But eventually, we’d arrive at the Shrine of Saint Chisti. We’d have to fight the gholam defending Kyars, or get them to betray him. Either way, we’d have Kyars in chains.

      And then Hurran and Babur would, without doubt, call their executioner. A heavy blade would sever Kyars’ head from his body, with as many witnesses as possible.

      How could I enable that and still take pride in being a janissary? How could the word “duty” ever mean anything to me, ever again?

      Perhaps my mistake was binding myself to Kyars, in the first place. Had I not done that, I wouldn’t feel so beholden to him.

      “You’ll have to get Kyars out of Zelthuriya,” Kinn said, interrupting my thoughts, “and there are still tens of thousands of Crucians in there.”

      “I’ll deal with them, like I’ve done all my life.”

      “But even if you get him out of Zelthuriya, where will you take him? Is there anywhere in Alanya that would welcome him?”

      “There isn’t.” I rubbed the spot in my armor where Pashang had stabbed me. I’d filled it with steel and painted it black, but its bumpier texture contrasted with the perfect smoothness of the angel armor around it. “We’ll fly him to Kostany. Maybe the Philosophers there can repair my armor, too.” I turned toward the brightly colored chicken as he flapped his wings in the air. “What’s the closest place you can wait for me, where you’re certain you’ll be safe from the angel?”

      “I don’t know about being certain… but the Vogras River seems sensible.”

      “We’d have to walk through the battle and plenty of scouting parties to get there. Tell you what — wait for us on the path to Dorud. That way, we can avoid both Cyra and Babur’s hosts.”

      “All right. You stay safe. Whatever your first idea is, say ‘no’. Same with your second and third. Go with the fourth or fifth to avoid doing something catastrophically foolish.”

      “Doubt I’ll have the luxury of so much thinking.”

      “Just don’t die!”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Listen, you can’t kill all those Crucians by yourself. You’re only human. You’ll get tired from swinging your sword.”

      “You sound like Tengis.” I chuckled. “We all must die, sometime. Even a magus, sooner or later, will find death at the hands of someone or something. Reassuring to know I won’t breathe my last while in bed.”

      I plunged my boots into the sand and stepped down the dune.

      “How is that reassuring?” Kinn shouted as he fluttered into the sky. “There’s nothing reassuring about it, you fool. Just focus on not dying!”

      

      I passed by hundreds of bloodless Crucian bodies, many half-submerged in sand. They all lacked pupils, which unnerved me. Our eyes were the gate to our souls, after all. Had angels devoured the souls of these Crucians? What horrors were they enduring?

      I shuddered at the thought and walked onward. The mountains flanking the southern passage stood like a wall forged by giants. From a distance, I sighted sentries at the opening wearing golden armor, and my heart fluttered with hope. Then I remembered that some Crucians wore the armor of the gholam they’d killed.

      I could not fight my way through that passage, even with near-impenetrable armor and an all-destroying sword. Like Kinn said, I would get tired, and in such a narrow space without him to fly me out, they’d surround me and pull off my armor, or perhaps even find my weak spot.

      I approached the sentries at the southern pass. Many of Basil’s soldiers must’ve yearned to escape Zelthuriya through it, but with enough loyal men guarding the passage, he could likely keep them from deserting.

      A man in a brown robe and white caftan sat on the sand in front of the sentries. He turned his head to look at me.

      Eshe. He held a cloth bundle in his arms, his eyes red and moist.

      The man in gholam armor spoke to him in Himyaric. In fact, he looked like a Himyarite, and not a Crucian. Strange, considering the other guards here were obviously Crucians.

      When I approached, he raised a composite bow in my direction, arrow drawn. Ah, so he was an Archer of the Eye.

      “Don’t point that thing at me,” I said. “You know it’ll just break.”

      “What do you want?” the Archer in gholam armor asked.

      “To enter the city.”

      The Archer lowered his bow and came close to my ear. “I won’t stop you. But you should know that it’s chaos in there. Imperator Basil has disappeared. No one knows what to do about it.” He gazed up at the body of the eight-legged angel, which I’d done my best to avoid looking at. He pointed up. “I can see the sun… yet, we remain in shadow.”

      Eshe looked up as well. “There’s something there. The sky is… fuzzy…”

      They couldn’t see Malak, but they could sense how it disturbed the natural order.

      “What’s the state of Saint Chisti’s shrine?” I asked the Archer.

      “Herakon is determined to attack it. Says that Basil told him to. But the priest, Yohan, insists to leave it alone, saying that Herakon misinterpreted Basil’s orders. It seemed like it would come to blows.”

      “And where did Basil go?”

      “Both Herakon and Yohan saw him walk into the shrine.”

      But then why hadn’t he come out? Why not just ask those in the shrine? What was really going on?

      “You speak their language?” I asked.

      The Archer nodded.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I am Amros. I serve Grandmaster Abunaisaros.”

      “Then what are you doing out here? Why aren’t you in the shrine?”

      “I served as a relay between those in the shrine and Imperator Basil. But since Basil’s disappearance, they won’t allow me back inside the shrine.”

      I glanced at Eshe. He was still cradling that cloth bundle as if it were a child. “And you, Eshe? What’s your purpose here?”

      “I’ll go with you,” he whispered without spirit, as if he hadn’t slept in a moon. He gazed at my boots and wouldn’t raise his chin.

      “What’s that in your hands?” I asked.

      The rumble of hooves reached my ears. Riders galloped from the direction of Cyra’s camp. I assumed she’d want to secure Zelthuriya for her tribes, especially after losing Qandbajar.

      But only a dozen riders appeared out of the haze of kicked-up sand. Not enough to strike any fear or urgency. And as they neared, I saw that one of them was just a girl: hazel-haired, pale-faced Celene.

      She noticed me, and still dismounted without hesitation. Meanwhile, the other riders kept their distance, as if I were an angel and they were jinn.

      Celene walked past me without paying me a glance. Then she put her hand on her heart and said something in Crucian to Amros.

      I grabbed Amros by the shoulder and asked, “What does Cyra’s little slave want?”

      “She wants to speak with Basil.”

      I ought to pull out Black Rose and cleave her in half for all the trouble she’d made. I considered it as I glared at her and clutched my sword’s grip, hoping to inspire some fear. But if she was feeling any, she didn’t show it. Last time I’d tried, some force had protected her and Cyra. Was it worth trying once more?

      Then again, I couldn’t be certain what worth Basil and the Crucians saw in her. Killing her could be viewed as the murder of an innocent, high-born Crucian girl. I came to get Kyars and his gholam out of the shrine, and murdering Celene would almost certainly endanger that. For now, I had to appear like a peacemaker, not a butcher, lest the Crucians brandish their stubby swords.

      “Celene.” I released my grip on Amros. “What does Cyra intend?”

      I waited for an answer. But she wouldn’t even look at me. Instead, she glanced at Eshe and shuddered at the sight of what he was holding.

      “Is that…” She covered her mouth in shock.

      “What is left of him.” Eshe answered. “He saved this city, and so deserves a proper shrine among the saints.”

      My blood chilled. Within that cloth was a dead child. Had Eshe used its blood to end the blood cloud?

      I could not dwell on it, nor could I linger here. I had to get to the shrine and ensure Shah Kyars a safe exit.

      “Let’s go, Amros.” I walked past them and into the southern passage.

      My boots crunched on the flood of gray, withered tulip petals — as if they’d been dead for a hundred years. They covered the winding way. How strange. When I pointed at my feet, Amros just shrugged, shook his head, and said, “Don’t ask.”

      

      The winding way constricted us like a narrow throat. All we could see was the gray-petal-covered path behind and ahead.

      We’d almost arrived at the main thoroughfare when a man perched somewhere above shouted down at us in Crucian.

      Amros nocked an arrow and aimed, then shouted something back.

      “What did he say?” I asked.

      “They are asking what our allegiance is.” Once again, Amros shouted something in Crucian. “I’ve told him mine is to the Grandmaster of the Archers of the Eye.”

      Still cradling the dead child in his left hand, Eshe opened his robe and pulled out a scimitar from his belt. Bloodrunes covered the flat of the blade. Sadie had told me how he’d flung ice at her from his sword, and that this ice would freeze anything it touched.

      We walked to the end of the southern passage. The main thoroughfare, with its shrine-covered streets, came into view from the narrow exit. The silence reminded me of an abandoned fort.

      “Let me go first,” Amros said. “I’ll make sure Herakon’s cohort’s aren’t around.”

      I glanced at Celene, who kept several feet behind, at pace with her escort of Sylgiz and Jotrids. Earlier, she’d been walking along with Amros, and the two had exchanged hushed words.

      “Wait.” Eshe held his blade to Amros’ neck. “When he asked your allegiance, you didn’t say it was to Abunaisaros.”

      I looked up at the cliffs surrounding us. Caves and perches lined the faces. If Crucian soldiers hid within…

      Amros dropped his bow and held up his hands. “Now how does a Himyarite come to learn Old Church Crucian?”

      “By reading a lot.”

      Would it be best to kill Amros? Or was he our only way out of this trap?

      An arrow cried through the air. Eshe swung his glowing scimitar in its direction. Ice flew off his blade and hit the arrow, freezing it in the air.

      Amros ducked, pulled out a white dagger, and lunged at me. I backstepped as the blade grazed my armor, scratching a white line across the lamellar protecting my belly.

      Black Rose sang as I pulled it from the scabbard.

      Before I could go for his head, soldiers dropped from the perches. More landed behind me, their boots thudding onto the dry ground.

      Amros shouted in Crucian.

      “Kevah, they know about the hole in your back!” Eshe said.

      The Crucians charged, blades eager for my vulnerable spot. I slid forward and stuck Black Rose through the chest of one, then swung at another in a single motion, cutting through his arm and upward into his neck.

      Blood sprayed as I slid forward again and used my gauntlet to bash the brains out of a third Crucian. Eshe swung his sword thrice, freezing three Crucians at our backs and forming icy obstacles between us and the soldiers who continued to drop from the other end of the passage.

      Then we backstepped into the thoroughfare. My eyes widened at the sight of so many soldiers just across the street.

      “I know a spot,” Eshe said. “Follow me.”

      He sprinted, and I did the same.

      An arrow cried through the air, pierced the steel on my back, and screamed its way into my flesh.

      “Fuck!” I shouted as I tasted blood.

      I was a fool to show my weak spot to an Archer of the Eye. But I was a bigger fool for not opening Celene’s throat the moment I saw her. She’d passed that blade and the knowledge of my weak spot to Amros.

      Eshe dashed into an alley. I kept pace and pulled the arrow out of my lower back. It felt like I’d pulled out one of my bones.

      Three Crucians appeared ahead. Eshe swung his sword. Ice streamed off it. It impacted a Crucian in the chest, and icicles sprouted from his body. I let one take a swing at me. His sword shattered to pieces, and I headbutted a crater into his forehead. Then I carved the last one from hip to shoulder, his flesh spraying.

      We didn’t waste time. I clutched my wound to stop the blood from creating a trail, and followed Eshe into a crevice between steep mountains.

      Once through, soldiers spotted us from a bend in the next street. Instead of running toward us, they backed away out of view.

      From the corner of my eye, a big man with a spiked spear lunged at my wound. I turned just in time and let his iron shatter against my front, bits flying everywhere. I put Black Rose through his belly, blood and innards sloshing. No time to watch him die; Crucians surged onto the street and attacked from every angle with axe, spear, and sword. I shattered their weapons with my black blade, then cut the life out of them with clean strikes.

      The soldiers farther away dropped to their knees. They stared, helplessness in their bloodshot eyes. A part of me wanted them to attack, so I could send more souls to hell.

      “This way!” Eshe called from a cave mouth.

      The soldiers watched as I walked into the cave. I’d never been in here; it was just another shrine. A metal cage surrounded the sepulcher, though it was now bent and broken. Strange decayed flowers covered the green shroud that housed the saint’s body.

      At the other side of the shrine, next to a pile of carpets, lay a mess of dead Crucians. Gray flower petals and ashen stems covered them. The whole chamber smelled like the inside of a rotten stomach. I coughed and resisted the urge to retch.

      “Come on,” Eshe called to me from the next room.

      My boots crunched on something: prayer beads. A reminder that this had once been a holy place. Our holy place. Desecrated by Cyra, Crucians, and the angels. Whatever would happen to me, my blood was worth less than this soil. Than a single grain of Zelthuriyan dirt.

      A war cry pierced the air. I stabbed another Crucian dashing out of the back room. Blood spat from his mouth and onto my gorget. He collapsed while choking on foam, convulsing the whole while. I stuck my sword through his plumed helmet to end his death throes.

      Crucians flooded in from the entrance, wall to wall, almost without a gap. Eshe swung his sword. His flying ice hit the ones at the front. They screamed in terror as icicles shot from their bellies and chests to encase them.

      More Crucians ran into the room from a different entrance. They charged with spears, their cries echoing through the cavern. I hacked at each. Blood and flesh drenched the cave walls as screams filled the air.

      I slashed and swung and shattered iron. I scythed through flesh. Bodies piled at my front. The Crucians climbed on top of their dead to lunge at my wound, but I never let them see my back for long.

      I heaved. My arm swings slowed, as if my sword weighed twice what it did. My right hand jittered. So I switched to my left, and killed as many as I could. Eshe focused on freezing those lingering at the mouth, cutting off the second entrance with a wall of iced bodies.

      “Follow me!” he shouted.

      We dashed into the darker depths. Eshe mumbled something to make a bloodrune on his sword glow with white light. We ran through twists and turns, the bootsteps of pursuing Crucians loudening behind us. Seemed the iced bodies weren’t enough of an obstacle.

      We arrived at what looked like a dead end. Eshe lifted a dusty carpet, revealing a bloodrune. He mumbled something, and it shimmered red. A large hole appeared in its place. He jumped inside, and I followed.

      We landed in a shallow chamber. The opening turned back into rock, just before Crucian bootsteps thumped above.

      “Get on your stomach,” Eshe whispered. “Let me heal you.”

      I did as I was told. Eshe rested his sword against the wall, providing us a milky light. Stacks of books filled the chamber, each bound in wood or leather.

      He put the cloth bundle, within which was the dead child, down. He took out a perfume bottle, dipped his finger, and wrote on my bleeding back.

      Within minutes, the screaming pain turned into a nagging one. I breathed better. Calmness breezed into my bones.

      I stayed on my stomach and rested my head on a stone slab.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “But we’re still fucked.”

      “Speaking of being fucked… what is that thing in the sky?”

      “You don’t want to know, Eshe.”

      “Who cares what I want? You’ve the sight of the unseen, so tell me.”

      The bags beneath his eyes were so red and round. Too much already crushed him. But in that, we were the same.

      “It’s an eight-legged angel named Malak.”

      Eshe slammed his fist on the ground.

      “Shh,” I whispered. “There are Crucians above us.”

      “They gave me that revelation. They made me sacrifice the child.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      His eyes wet. “Malak must’ve been… growing in the blood fog, the entire time. Once he’d grown, they had no need of the blood plague anymore. That’s why they showed me how to cure it.”

      “Who is ‘they?’”

      “I don’t know. The entities causing all of this.”

      I glanced at the cloth bundle. “So… is that Marot and Zedra’s child?”

      “He deserves a proper shrine.” Eshe sobbed. “He should be remembered for this. He should be a saint.”

      “Maybe it’s better no one remember. Maybe this hole is the best place for him.”

      “No. He should be cherished! He saved this city!”

      “Shh…” Bootsteps still thudded above us. Perhaps this wasn’t the time to talk through Eshe’s guilt.

      Amros’ voice sounded from above. He said something in Crucian to those around him.

      “Shit…” Eshe rubbed his reddened eyes. “They heard me. He just asked them to bring pickaxes and shovels.”

      Given the thinness of the ceiling, they’d likely break through within minutes. Our lives were about to end.

      But why would Imperator Basil, who had made common cause with Shah Kyars, ask his men to kill me? Perhaps part of what Amros had said was true. Perhaps Basil had disappeared, and whoever commanded these Crucians wanted to fight Kyars.

      And then I realized: they wanted my armor and sword so they could use them to defeat the gholam, get inside the shrine, and find Basil. Then they could give Kyars’ and Kato’s heads to Cyra, and depart Zelthuriya. By coming here, I’d fallen into their trap.

      But with Babur contesting Cyra’s position outside the southern passage, the fate of these Crucians was more precarious than they realized.

      “What happens to the Crucians depends on who prevails between Cyra and Babur,” I said. “If Babur wins, he’ll kill or enslave them all. No questions asked. But if Cyra wins…” What was Celene doing here? Was she intending to strike a deal between Cyra and the Crucians? Would it permit Cyra to enter Zelthuriya, and could it lead to the Crucians fighting with her against Babur? “Whoever is leading these Crucians is going to declare for Cyra.”

      I sat up. I pulled off my helmet, then undid my gorget. Piece by piece, I shed my angel armor.

      “What are you doing?” Eshe asked.

      “I’m going to challenge them to a fairer duel.” I held Black Rose, which shimmered obsidian in the pallid glow. “They might just take me up on it. It’ll buy us a few more minutes.”

      “I doubt it. They’re just going to jump down and hack you to pieces. You’re going to die even faster without your armor.”

      Perhaps, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do. Maybe I just wanted someone to stab me in the front this time.

      The thunk of pickaxe on stone shook the ceiling. Silt misted. Eshe grabbed his bloodrune-covered scimitar.

      “Don’t resist,” I said. “They’re not after you. It’s me they hate. I killed hundreds — maybe thousands, so I can’t blame them.”

      “If they’re going to declare for Cyra…” Eshe snapped his fingers. “Then tell them you’ve declared for Cyra, as well.”

      “It’s too far-fetched. Besides, Celene will refute it.”

      “But I’ll insist. You can’t die, Kevah. You’re wearing too many masks. If Amros — that failed Labashite actor — kills you, he’ll get them all.”

      That would be an awful outcome. Also, I’d be disappointing Kinn if I died. Lunara and Sadie… it would bring them sadness, wouldn’t it? And once Tengis heard of my end… what is worse than a father forced to mourn his own child?

      My life wasn’t just about me.

      More thumping sounded above as silt thickened in the air.

      “Everything I do…” Eshe stared at his hands. “It only makes things worse.”

      “Then maybe you should do nothing.”

      “Then why was I given the power to bloodwrite? What purpose does it serve if I ought to do nothing?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I didn’t give it to you.”

      “But you, too, have great power. Are you not compelled to use it?”

      “I am, but torturing young girls and murdering infants… there would have to be no other recourse.”

      “Easy to say, Kevah. You were there when Aschere brought Micah the Metal into Kostany. How many hundreds of thousands perished in that bloodbath? Don’t tell me you wouldn’t torture a young girl or murder an infant to have stopped it.”

      True enough. Perhaps I was lucky to have been spared the choice. “You’d be justified in doing far worse than that to have stopped it, or to have saved Zelthuriya the fate it’s suffered. But if you’re going to do these things, you must be willing to swallow scorn. Perhaps I like being loved too much. Not just by the masses… what would my father, wife, daughter think of me if I’d done what you’ve done? I’m not sure I could live with it.”

      “Then you know how I feel.”

      This wasn’t the time to have this conversation. I looked up as silt obscured my vision.

      Another smash of the pickaxe; the stone above cracked.

      “We’ll bring Basil back,” I shouted as Amros’ face appeared in the new hole. I hoped my desperation wasn’t too obvious.

      “How?” he asked.

      “Send us into the shrine, and we’ll bring him out. You can keep my armor and sword as collateral.” I tossed Black Rose on the ground.

      “Or how about I take your armor and sword, and kill you here and now?”

      “Then you’ll never see Basil again.”

      “We will. He is the Opener. He cannot die until his prophecy is complete.”

      “Perhaps we’re part of that prophecy,” Eshe said. “Perhaps we’re meant to save him from captivity.”

      Crucians jumped down through the hole and surrounded us with their spears and swords.

      “Desperate words from desperate men.” Amros stroked his beard. “We’ll see what Herakon thinks.”

      

      They pulled us out of the hole, took our weapons and my armor, and escorted us to the entrance of the Shrine of Saint Chisti. Eshe continued to cling to the bundle containing the child.

      The angel Malak covered the street in shadow. Crucian bodies piled at the shrine opening, fat flies buzzing around them. Perhaps after Basil had disappeared inside, they’d attempted to attack the shrine, believing Kyars was holding him prisoner.

      Thankfully, the shrine defenses held.

      The soldiers surrounding us could barely stand. One of them would fall, and need his brothers to pick him back up. Some had faces covered in boils, others were missing an eye, ear, or nose. This was not an army in fighting shape. They could still take the shrine with their numbers, but there wouldn’t be many remaining to celebrate.

      The Crucian leader, Herakon, stood with Amros. He was a short man, though stern in the face. Beardless, with rock-hard cheeks and chin, and stone-gray eyes. But his voice betrayed a softness — perhaps even sadness — that gave me hope he wasn’t after blood.

      “First Spear Herakon agrees,” Amros said, “but he will only allow Eshe to enter. Kevah will wait here, with us.” He turned to Eshe. “Come back in one hour with Lord Basil, or we’ll open his throat.”

      “I’m not welcome in that shrine.” Eshe shook his head. “Better you take me prisoner and let Kevah go inside.”

      “Last time he went inside, they built a trench.” Amros gave us a cynical laugh. “He’s staying right here. He only lives if we get Lord Basil back.”

      I glanced up at the angel. The base of its body was shaped like a triangle. Within it were the stars. Constellations of them, larger and more colorful than those of the night sky I knew. Each vibrated, and when I stared, I could hear them hymning.

      So I decided not to stare. “Go, Eshe. Find Basil and save us from this mess.” I came close to his ear. “There’s something you must tell Kyars. Tell him Babur has crowned Hurran the shah, and they mean to kill him.”

      “Don’t whisper,” Amros said.

      I stepped away.

      Eshe nodded. If my words surprised him, he’d done well to not show it. “I’ll do my best… like always.” He clutched his cloth bundle, stepped over the dead Crucians, and walked through the broken door.
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      I descended into a tomb. The fireflies ahead glowed with emerald flame. They lit the cavern, showing stone walls covered in runes. It smelled salty, like my balcony overlooking the serene Mavros.

      I almost shouted upon seeing the man on the carpet. He wore a black robe and turban and sat cross-legged. A cloth wrapping covered his face, save for his green eyes.

      The fireflies clung to the walls, bathing the room in arcane light. The man stared up at me, his pupils swelling, likely as shocked to see me as I was to see him.

      He said something in Paramic. His voice came out as hard as iron.

      All I could say was, “I don’t understand.”

      “Ah, so you speak the language of the Apostles of Ethos.” He sounded as calm as a sea breeze.

      “Yes… and so do you, apparently.”

      “Oh, I speak them all.” He gestured for me to sit on the carpet. It was black, save for the few fireflies twinkling upon the coarse threads.

      “Who are you?” I asked, still standing. “Is this… the Gate?”

      He raised a fist. When he opened it, stones clattered to the ground. “That’s how long I’ve been waiting for you.”

      A handful of stones… how long could that be? How much time did each represent?

      “I couldn’t give a rotten fig for how long you’ve waited,” I said. “My son sacrificed his humanity to open this place. Tell me what it was worth.”

      “You’ve only been here a few minutes, and yet I’m the more patient one. You really ought to sit.”

      Though I was as restless as I’d ever been, I sat and faced the strange man. “Now give me my answers. Why was I dragged across time?”

      “You think there is meaning to time?” The man grabbed a stone and flipped it between his fingers. “You think there is meaning to suffering?”

      “I demand some meaning!”

      “So did I, long ago. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but if there are answers, you won’t find them in this cage.”

      “Who are you? Tell me, or I swear upon all that is unholy, I will kill you.”

      “I’m just another creature who crawled out of a crack in the egg. Some give me more importance than that, but it’s all vanity. A thousand years in the dark has peeled away all my layers.”

      “Why not just die? Why wait in this place for so long?”

      “Because I’m like you. I was created to accomplish something, and I didn’t do it.”

      I laughed out my bitterness. “Go ahead, then. End this ugly world. It’s what you’re meant to do, isn’t it?”

      “Yes… but long ago, I decided to make my own meaning. I chose to save it, instead.”

      It really was a jape. “So they sent me here to free a man who wants to save the world? I’m sorry, but given the trouble they went to, that makes no sense.”

      He nodded slowly, as if taking the time to chew on what I’d said. “It’s because they know the awful truth.”

      “And what truth would that be?”

      “You can only resist your nature for so long.” He picked up a stone. “A hundred years.” He took a second stone. “Maybe two hundred.” He grabbed them all and squeezed. “But after a thousand years in the dark?” He crushed the stones, then opened his palm. Sand streamed between his fingers. “Your nature wins. You become what you were always meant to be.”

      “Then what’s the purpose of choice?”

      “It is meaningless. For all your choices, do you think you could’ve ended up anywhere else?”

      “Of course, I could have easily ended up elsewhere. I made hard choices. I forged my path. Had I taken it easy, I’d have died seven hundred years ago and been buried in some forgotten grave.”

      “All it takes to counter your argument is an entity, somewhere in the endless void, with such vast intelligence that it can perfectly predict all your so-called choices. It could’ve written down your entire life history, at the moment you were born, with perfect accuracy. Oh… but then all your actions weren’t really choices, were they? You were simply following the words it wrote. And you know of such an entity, don’t you?”

      I kept silent, not wanting to dwell upon the Uncreated.

      “Truth is, I made many hard choices, too. But I’ve also had a thousand years to reflect on them. And that is a blink of an eye. No one will remember what happened in this world. Not our names, nor the glories of our nations. Not our virtues and sins. We will simply become a drop within a far greater creation. One that will also, one day, be forgotten. And on and on it goes — forever meaningless.”

      The man stood. He approached the staircase leading up.

      I tried to stand, too, but my legs would not lift. “What have you done to me?” I struggled with all my will, but it was as if boulders crushed my bones.

      He turned back to stare with his piercing green eyes. “Don’t worry. If I succeed, you won’t be waiting long.”

      “Waiting?” I strained my muscles and bones, grunting the whole while, and could not raise an inch. “Do not leave me here! I was promised a better end than this!”

      “How do you think I felt?” His broken laugh chilled my bones. “After all I did for mankind… what did I earn? As soon as they built this shrine in my reverence, my companions warred with each other. They even slaughtered my children. Mankind was never worthy of my striving.”

      He stepped up the stairs. The fireflies went with him, leaving me cold.

      “Wait!” I cried as he disappeared with all the light.
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      The spider angel did nothing but stand above Zelthuriya. Every few minutes, I’d slide my eyepatch off to check if it had moved. I’d be in the middle of a conversation about buffeting the left wing with more riders, and then I’d turn and gaze at the looming monster, and I’d forget everything I’d said or heard for the past five minutes.

      It felt like a sign of the end. But I could not let that sensation paralyze me.

      I’d just climbed onto my mare when Celene galloped toward me, her skin like a ghost’s beneath the moonlight.

      “I bring blessed news,” she said. “Kevah was captured trying to enter Zelthuriya. And Herakon has agreed to allow you entrance, but only if you can guarantee him safe passage out.”

      I was in no position to deny them any condition. I didn’t care anymore if they all ran from Zelthuriya. I just wanted the city to use as a shield. Because Babur had crowned Hurran, the fates of Kyars and Kato no longer mattered as much — though they were still better to me dead.

      But I could not guarantee Herakon and the Crucians safe passage out. Not with Babur’s hands around my throat. Not while he marched his elephants toward my camp from the south and east.

      Imagine what those elephants would do to the Crucians? They had few guns and no horses. Were they to come out of the southern passage now, Babur would run them down, since he controlled Qandbajar and the river lands east and west of it.

      “What’s the state of Zelthuriya?” I asked.

      Celene gave me the details. Apparently, Basil had gone missing in Chisti’s shrine, but she obviously believed he’d be back. The man Basil had put in command — Herakon — had sent Eshe inside the shrine to learn what happened.

      “Did you make it clear that they should not hurt Eshe?” I asked, my heart aching with worry.

      Celene bit her lip. “But Eshe helped save Kevah when I was so close to having him killed.”

      “I don’t care. Eshe is… important. If any harm were to come to him, I’d be extremely upset. You understand?”

      Celene nodded. “My apologies, Sultana.”

      “Go back and tell them to let Eshe do as he likes, and never to hinder or harm him.”

      “I’m not certain I can make such a demand, especially after Eshe froze so many of them to death.”

      So Eshe was slinging ice again. I gushed upon recalling how he’d saved me from imprisonment in the Sand Palace by freezing the gholam guards.

      “You should tell them, Sultana. Perhaps they will listen if it comes from you.”

      “I can’t leave. How would the riders feel if their leader fled to safety and left them to fend for themselves? We must defeat Babur. Otherwise, even if we retreat into Zelthuriya, he’ll trap us there. Starve us to death.”

      We were now fighting to eat, drink, and breathe. We’d lost Qandbajar, but the sand between the cities was just as important. If Babur won this battle, he would control it, and we’d be stuck in the mountains.

      A cannon blast screamed through the air. It landed amid a cluster of yurts yards away, exploding parts from each. The cloth of one caught fire, while charred holes covered the others.

      My ears rang. It’d happened so fast, and I’d been too stunned to move. Celene had, somehow, fallen off her horse, and now knelt in the sand.

      Babur was going to press his attack through the night. He would not permit us, nor himself, rest. He’d won skirmish after skirmish, so it only benefited him to finish us while we teetered on the edge.

      I rubbed my stomach. Was there truly a child growing in there, as Saurva claimed? Would I whimper toward defeat when there was so much to fight for, now?

      

      I rode through the horde, found the thickest part, and galloped up the nearest dune.

      I looked over my riders as the sun sank. Some sharpened arrows, swords, and spears with whetstones. Others raised their hands and chanted prayers. Some slumped forward in their saddles to enjoy sleep, even as Babur’s bombards and zamburaks sang a shrill melody.

      Splintered chainmail. Soot-soaked cheeks. Bloody vests. These were my tumens. This was my horde. I’d brought them here with so much promise.

      This wasn’t about being a starwriter. This was about being born in the Waste, among these people. This was about so many thousands believing in me, and fighting and dying for a shared purpose.

      I could not pretend I didn’t care. I had to convince them that victory was inevitable, so long as they strived their utmost.

      “You’ve changed,” Saurva had said. Perhaps I’d changed in more ways than I’d realized.

      “The blood cloud was a miracle from Lat,” I said in my deepest and loudest voice. “It punished the hypocrites in the worst way imaginable. Its coming was a sign that our cause is true. And now it is gone, which means we must do our part. Zelthuriya is open to us, cleansed of hypocrisy, and now we must defend it from the saint-worshippers. From the Seluqal House that inherited this land by murdering the Children. Tell me — who is left to avenge them?”

      All stared at me in silence. I didn’t want silence.

      “I asked you all a question.” I put my hand to my heart. “Who is left to avenge them?”

      They gave me yet more silence.

      I shouted with everything I had. “We are!”

      “We are,” a few repeated. Everyone else seemed to groan.

      “I say to you — curse the saints and curse the Seluqals, too. They sullied Lat’s path for long enough. We left our comforts and homes to purify that path. To make it good, whole, and righteous again. Will you fight for the Children?” I slapped my heart. “We will fight!”

      “We will fight,” a few chanted while the rest gazed away.

      I turned to stare at the spider-like angel. In the faint glow of dusk, I… I couldn’t see it. My eyepatch was on.

      But then why did I have the sudden urge to gaze at it?

      When I looked back at my horde, I’d almost forgotten why we were here. What we were doing.

      Oh, right… I was giving a speech. I was trying to inspire them. I… who was I?

      I was…

      Mother stood amid the tumens, except she had no color. Just a mix of black, white, and gray. Her eyeballs melted out of her sockets, and she whispered the same prayer for me as when the Efreet had burned her to death. She prayed for my ascension. She whispered the new truth of who I was. Of who I’d become.

      I blinked, and she was gone. I raised my hands, opened my palms, and stared at the lines across my fingers.

      “Something far more incredible flows within you,” Saurva had said.

      It came to me then: the truth. I realized what Amma’s dying prayer had done.

      I gazed at the sea of riders. They glared at me as if I’d gone mad. My limbs shook with unease.

      “Then… know this…” I took a deep breath and crushed my shakiness with certainty. “All of you who fight for the Children. All of you who would die for them. Know now that… know that I am the Children.”

      The horde became so silent, you could hear the wind strumming the sand.

      “Do you doubt me? Do you think me a fool? Or a pretender? I say it again — I am the Children.”

      Wafiq waded against a sea of riders and came to my front.

      “How dare you claim such a thing?” he said.

      I raised my head so I could peer down upon him from the steepest of angles. “Go and study my ancestry chain. You will find that my grandfather on my mother’s side was a descendant of the Children. That he was the last survivor of a tribe that descended from the Tenth Chief himself.”

      Wafiq scratched the stubble on his cheek. “You don’t have an ancestry book, Sultana.”

      “We didn’t write it down. But all Sylgiz know whom my mother’s father was.”

      “You can’t just claim something like this without iron-clad proof. Perhaps you are delusional and require rest.”

      I turned from him and addressed everyone. “You want iron-clad proof? But what will it matter if you lose this battle? If you fail, the Children will not rule Alanya. Charge at the enemy certain that when you fight for me, you fight for the Children. Know that through me, the blood of the Children will continue to bless this land and those who defend it.”

      Most glared with the same doubt and disdain as Wafiq. But among them, there were some who looked upon me with hope. Hope that I was speaking the truth. Hope that they, too, could be part of a prophecy.

      “I know it is sudden,” I said. “But I am no liar nor madwoman. To prove it, I come with a sign.”

      I raised my palm, then pulled out one of the white daggers Lunara and I had brought from Tagkalay. I stuck the tip in my palm, pressed it, and endured the spike of pain. I cut a line of blood.

      Wafiq grabbed one of my reins. “What are you doing?”

      “The blood of Chisti must never mix with soil.” I made a fist so the blood would pool, then held my hand forward.

      Wafiq’s eyes went wide. “Wait… if it is as you say… then…”

      I had to prove it. I had to show him and all the doubters what my mother had prayed for.

      I opened my palm. The blood slid off it, dripped through the air, and splashed onto the sand.

      It stained the grains red, as any blood would. I stared at it and wondered what it meant. Perhaps I was delusional. Perhaps my mother had not prayed for me, after all.

      A stem shot out of the bloodstain. It grew, and red petals sprouted from it.

      A red tulip. Blood bags hung off the petals.

      They burst, spilling more blood. And worms.

      “Wormrot!” Wafiq shouted. “Someone shoot it with fire, now!”

      The worms, each sinuous and chittering, snaked toward his foot.

      He backed away.

      A flaming arrow cried through the air, hit a worm, and set it alight.

      It screamed like an infant as it burned.

      Gokberk nocked another arrow and shot the red tulip. It incinerated but still birthed more worms. Someone threw oil as red tulips sprouted from the spreading bloodstain.

      Gokberk loosed an arrow into the oil, and soon the whole puddle was on fire, all the worms screaming shrill.

      I covered my hand with my sleeve as everyone watched the flaming sand. Gokberk, Wafiq, Tekish, Elnur, and all the riders and their chiefs looked on, their jaws hanging.

      “This is an evident sign. You do indeed have Chisti’s blood.” Wafiq fell to his knees and bent his neck. “You are the Children, Cyra.”

      Everyone else seemed too stunned to move. Except for a single black mare that trotted toward me.

      Lunara sat upon it. She was smiling.

      “Cyra is the Children!” Gokberk shouted in his enormous voice. “Lat be praised. She has given us a true sign!”

      Everyone slapped their thighs and ululated. They chanted “Cyra is the Children!” and “Lat be praised!”

      I looked up to see cannon shots flying over us. I needed to quiet my horde. To focus them on the only thing that mattered. I raised my blood-covered palm.

      “Do not celebrate yet.” My eyes misted with tears. It felt good to finally be accepted. Maybe even loved. “Win this battle, first. Fight, and worry not for the rewards of this life. Think of your home in Paradise, and know that you will earn it by striving, here and now, on this holy battlefield.”

      War cries sounded. The chiefs rode among their formations, eager to gather and resist Babur’s onslaught.

      I hoped this would be enough. I hoped this zeal would carry us to victory. But leaving victory to that alone would be foolish. With Lunara back from wherever she’d gone, I realized what we could do to guarantee our triumph.

      “Saintcursers!” I called. “You are the greatest of the Children’s warriors. You are the tip of our holy spear. Follow me, and let me show you the way to our enemy’s heart!”

      One path could lead us to Babur, without him knowing. That path went through Labyrinthos. Only Lunara could guide them through it.

      “Gokberk,” I said. “Tekish.”

      Gokberk trotted toward me, his neck bent. He would not look me in the eye, and I could smell the shame.

      “Yes, Sul… uhh…”

      “You may still call me ‘Sultana’.” I smiled. “Beloved cousin, you must hold the camp.”

      Tekish trotted closer. His neck was also bent, though he at least met my eye.

      “You, too, Tekish,” I said. “Both of you must marshal your tribes and hold.” But wouldn’t it be better if they didn’t? Even if we hit Babur from behind, his sirdars were agile enough to turn and counter.

      I snapped my fingers. “On second thought… order your chiefs to feign retreat. Let the enemy inside the camp.”

      “Then we must move our families out,” Tekish said.

      That would be too obvious. I lowered my voice. “Do you both trust me?”

      Gokberk bent his neck even more. “Absolutely, Sultana. Whatever you say, we obey.”

      Ah, such a lovely change of tone. Perhaps I wouldn’t have to kill Gokberk after this battle.

      “Our tribes overuse the tactic of a feigned retreat. It’s lost all its surprise. But if we leave the camp exposed, with our families still present, they’ll believe we’ve been routed. They’ll be certain they’ve won…” I laughed. It was the perfect plan. “And that’s precisely when they’ll lose it all.”
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      I faced the mouth of the shrine and prayed Eshe would succeed at bringing Basil out. The sun must’ve been setting, though I could hardly see the sky with the obsidian angel standing above.

      Meanwhile, Herakon conversed with Amros.

      “He’s impressed with your swordsmanship,” Amros said to me. “Though I think you enjoyed an unfair advantage.”

      I turned to face them. “We janissaries are adept with every weapon, whether made of stone, iron, or angel.”

      Amros took his time explaining what a janissary was.

      Herakon rubbed his chiseled chin. “You say it so proudly. But what’s so special about being a slave?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “I was a slave, too. My masters forced me to fight in the pits first. When I killed everyone there, they honored me by letting me kill more boys and men, this time in the coliseum. There was no dignity in it. Lord Basil saved me from that life. He raised me to this station.” Herakon gestured to the shrine. “If your shah has harmed my lord, there will be no mercy.”

      “Let’s hope that’s not what happened.”

      Half an hour later, Eshe walked out, a dour look on his face.

      He spoke at length with Herakon in Crucian first, leaving me with a swelling expectation.

      Then he turned to me. “The Disciples have agreed to make a small shrine to honor Zedra’s son. Meanwhile, Basil’s son, Doran, killed the healer attending him. Then he wrote a bloodrune on the wall, and the two of them disappeared into the forbidden area of the shrine. Kyars and Kato regard this act as a betrayal. That’s why they refuse to speak with the Crucians.”

      The Gate lay beneath the shrine. Had the angels intended for Basil to reach it the entire time?

      “I know little about bloodrunes. And yet I’m meant to defend the Gate.”

      “Leave that to me. I’ll stop whatever they’re planning. I’ll leave my life, and the lives of everyone in the shrine, to you.” He leaned close to whisper. “Do whatever you must to stop the Crucians from attacking the shrine and butchering us all.”

      Eshe could stop Basil with his sorcery, but not if he was dead. The safest thing to do was to get the Crucians out of Zelthuriya, and for that to happen, I had to negotiate with whoever won the battle outside it.

      “If they trusted each other, they could all take the northern passage and evade both Cyra and Babur.” I tugged on my beard. “But after what you’ve just told me, rebuilding enough trust in time sounds impossible.”

      “I didn’t know of this plan,” Herakon said, leaning toward us. “Doran seemed very sick. The Fallen Angels who kidnapped him must’ve inspired him to do evil.”

      Angels had kidnapped Basil’s son? No surprise they’d sowed so much discord and distrust. “How did he become a bloodwriter?” I asked Eshe.

      “By drinking what I suspect was elder’s blood.” Eshe bit his lip. “It’s among the most powerful of flavors. I’d never tasted it until I licked that rune he painted on the wall, though I can’t be completely sure it’s elder’s blood. Aligar believed it’s even more powerful than god’s blood.” He came close to my ear. “I have a message from Shah Kyars. When I told him that Babur crowned Hurran the shah, he said he would rather abdicate than fight his cousin. He doesn’t want the people to suffer, and just wants to escape to Sirm.”

      I’d feared such a defeatist attitude. The man had endured a lot and lost almost everything, so I could understand it. But it still smelled weak to me.

      “You’re not a pair of lovers,” Amros shouted, “so stop your whispering! I won’t ask again.”

      Eshe and I stepped away from each other.

      If Kyars didn’t want to fight for his claim, then what was I fighting for? My vision for Alanya was dead.

      A young Crucian man ran through the cave-lined street toward us. He panted as he stopped in front of Herakon. The two exchanged words.

      Herakon grunted. His already sour look turned bitter. He said something to me in Crucian.

      “My scout says Cyra is in full retreat,” Amros translated. “The odds that you keep your life just went up.”

      That was good to hear. But how much did Herakon know about the split between Kyars and Babur? Celene couldn’t have known about it at the time — since I’d only just found out — and so Herakon wouldn’t know, either.

      “I’ll negotiate your freedom with the Shah of Kashan,” I said to Herakon. “If Kyars and everyone in the shrine live, you and all your men live. Simple as that.”

      Though I had no power to do so, he wouldn’t know that. The politics of our side remained opaque to him.

      “And what if you do the opposite?” Herakon huffed out a tired breath. “What if you sell us out?”

      “I can secure you and your men a path out of this city toward a place of safety. Once you’re gone, then Kyars and the denizens within the shrine can leave, too.” There was one other possibility. I gestured toward Chisti’s shrine. “Or you can let me convince Kyars to trust you. Then you both can take the northern passage, together.”

      “And what unknown devil awaits us outside the northern passage?” Herakon said. “The armies of the Kingdom of Sirm, perhaps? They’ve even less reason to let us live.”

      I could not argue with that. The Sirmians on the northern side of the Zelthuriyan Mountains would’ve seen the blood cloud. Zabadar tribes would likely be waiting outside the northern passage by now, which would be good for Kyars, but terrible for the Crucians. By violating our holy city, they’d made a determined enemy out of every Latian, and the zabadar would not decline an invite to destroy them.

      “I’ll do what I must to help Shah Kyars,” I said. “You’re all in the way, which means it’s in my interest to see you all leave here so he can finally get out of the shrine.”

      “But once we leave, where will we go? There are armies who despise our kind everywhere.” Herakon sighed. “What I want from you is a promise. A promise of safety and land.”

      That was asking too much. I couldn’t even give him safety.

      “I have the ear of Shah Babur of Kashan. Allow me to leave, so I can negotiate safety and land somewhere for you.”

      Herakon turned away and walked to the entrance of a nearby shrine. He shouted into the cave mouth.

      A Crucian man clutching a wooden idol walked out. The idol looked just like the angel above us. I shuddered at the sight of it.

      The two conversed for some time while Eshe and I waited with Amros. None of the soldiers around us could keep their backs straight, and most struggled to stay standing. If Babur had routed Cyra and was nearing Zelthuriya, they were doomed.

      I had to give them false hope so they would let me go. There was also the matter of them allowing Eshe back into the shrine. Only his bloodwriting could stop Basil.

      Herakon finished talking to the idol-clutching man, who I assumed was Yohan, the priest that Amros had mentioned. The two had not come to blows, at all. Amros’ story to trap us was almost entirely an invention.

      “I’m going to trust you, Kevah.” Herakon put his hand on Eshe’s shoulder. “But we’re going to keep your ice-slinging friend.”

      “Let me go inside and search for Basil,” Eshe said. “Believe me, we don’t want him lost in our holy place just as much as you yearn to have him back.”

      Herakon sighed. The man held few cards. “All right. I’m going to trust you both… because I have no other choice.”

      I let out a relieved breath. “I’ll need my armor and sword.”

      He scowled with all the bitterness in him. “How much of our blood is on that sword?”

      “Without it, I’ll have to move carefully across the battlefield to reach the Shah of Kashan. That means I’ll be slow, which means your odds of surviving this ordeal go down.”

      “I’ll give you your broken armor. The sword stays with me.”

      Likely the best compromise I could wrangle. I almost held out my hand for him to shake, but how much Latian blood was on his?

      Probably as much as the Ethosian blood on mine.

      

      I walked out of the southern passage wearing my angel armor and a gholam scimitar. In the distance, the mouths of Babur’s bombards roared and twinkled in the newness of night.

      I’d lied to the Crucians so they’d let me go. I couldn’t help them escape Zelthuriya. I had no standing with Shah Babur, who it seemed now controlled the Zelthuriyan Desert and thus their fate. And without my jinn and sword, and with a weak spot in my armor, I was all but an ordinary man.

      An ordinary, powerless man who could not bend others to his will. Could not fulfill his duties to his lover, shah, people, and god.

      It was how I prioritized those duties that began my downfall. I put Sadie first, then my shah, then the people, and god last.

      Opposite of what it should be.

      And I was tested so many times. I saved Sadie from Marot’s plot, and god died because of it. I could’ve bent my neck to Babur and Hurran for the sake of the people, but couldn’t swallow the thought of betraying Kyars.

      And despite this, Sadie still suffered. Kyars suffered. Despite choosing to protect and fight for them over my greater duties, I couldn’t stop their fall.

      Lat chose me to defend the Gate, but now Basil and his son neared it, and I could do nothing but hope in Eshe. Perhaps the world would end, any moment.

      I sat in the sand, took off my helmet, and wished for one sublime relief: cherry-flavored hashish, served in the fine hookah I shared with Shah Murad in that empty coffeehouse in Kostany.

      Ah, it would be sublime. And if I could enjoy it with Sadie or Lunara — or perhaps both — I’d be in Paradise. Not the woman that they’d combined into, but who they both were at their best and most carefree.

      I turned to face Zelthuriya. The letters within the angel’s many eyes glowed green. The sky was too dark to make out its spider-like limbs.

      When Lat destroyed Marot, she’d used a scepter of some sort. Was that what it took to destroy such an immense angel?

      But when Hawwa’s hand crushed Lat, that scepter fell into the sand, somewhere.

      Perhaps the wicked devs had found it. Or perhaps some Abyad farmer had pulled it out of a dune.

      More problems to ponder. More problems to fail at.

      I shut my eyes and sipped my disappointment. “I can’t save you, Shah Kyars. I am sorry. I lost my army to traitors. The Crucians took my sword. There’s a hole in my armor that everyone seems to know about. Even my Efreet are afraid.” How bitter to admit defeat. And yet, it was almost freeing. “I wish you a miracle. I pray you get out, somehow, and find happiness in Sirm.”

      If I could not save my shah nor the people nor god herself, whom could I save? What was left for me?

      One woman with auburn hair and sea-green eyes. I stood and stared at the explosions in the distance, dreading where I had to go to find her.

      

      As soon as I walked into Cyra’s camp, a bombard ball exploded yards away, shredding yurts and covering my visor in soot. The blast force shrieked in my ear, and now all I heard was a bell.

      I wiped my visor with my gauntlet. Everyone around me ran. The chaos was silent.

      Sylgiz and Jotrid riders scattered in every direction amid the burning palms and blackened grass. Zamburak shots, fired from atop charging elephants, screamed by.

      I turned from Babur’s surging warriors toward the palatial yurt, which gleamed like white gold on a distant dune. I pulled out my scimitar — wishing it was Black Rose — and trudged forward, dodging fleeing Jotrids and Sylgiz.

      I kept looking behind, and each time I did, the elephants loomed larger. At my sides, the sirdars had reached the palm trees, and they battled matchlock to matchlock, spear to spear against Cyra’s riders.

      I passed by yurts from which children fled, each wearing the vests, leathers, and feathers of the Waste. Mothers ran from death cradling their babies. I could only watch as a cannonball hit a bony old woman, charring her top half and making her family recoil in horror.

      If a cannon like that impacted my back, it would blast through the hole in my armor and kill me. So I turned to face the elephants and walked backward toward the yurt. To anyone watching, I must’ve looked ridiculous. But it was the most prudent way to protect myself as I sought out Lunara.

      I watched as an elephant, covered in a thousand arrows, trampled a young Sylgiz woman who was trying to climb up its leg and dislodge the sirdar atop. Her blood and flesh reddened a water puddle the elephant trudged into.

      To keep safe, I darted my head in all directions and walked steadily toward the dune upon which Cyra’s yurt was perched. So many kinds of deaths surrounded me. Death by impalement, sharp edges, but mostly, by explosion.

      A small, round-cheeked girl wearing a Jotrid hard cap huddled beneath a bush near my feet.

      “Where is your mother?” I asked.

      She was crying, her face mushy and red, and probably didn’t hear me over the cannons. I couldn’t even hear myself over the furious ringing.

      I sheathed my scimitar and picked her up. She must’ve screamed, thinking me a slaver. Still, I held her firmly.

      As Jotrids and Sylgiz galloped by, I shouted, “Someone, take her!” I turned away from the elephants, exposing my back, so she wouldn’t get shot. “Please take her!” I shouted at a group of soot-covered Jotrids. “She is your daughter!” But they were more worried about the elephant charging at their yurt.

      A Sylgiz woman halted her mare, close enough that I felt the beast snarl. She gathered the girl in her arms. I didn’t want to watch as they rode off, but couldn’t help it. I prayed they’d at least get beyond my sight before something killed them, so I wouldn’t have to taste their pain.

      A sirdar on a white mare passed me, in pursuit. More dismounted and now ran into the yurts, eager to loot and take slaves. I wondered if those abandoned within were screaming, and considered it a mercy that my ringing ears kept me from knowing.

      The sirdars were everywhere. None wanted to face me, as if I were a ghost walking the battlefield. I steadily neared the yurt perched on the hill where I hoped Lunara was, so had to keep on going.

      By now, almost no Jotrid and Sylgiz warriors remained in the camp, just a torrent of sirdars on their Kashanese mares, some eager to hunt down fleeing enemies, others dismounting to loot. The camp was overrun. I hurried onward, hoping to reach Cyra’s yurt before them.

      I almost crashed into a sirdar rushing out of a yurt. He had a Sylgiz boy on a neck leash — typical way to capture slaves. The boy did not struggle, his face drenched in tears. His mother and father were on the wrong side of this battle, so he would pay.

      The sirdar raised his hands in surrender when he saw me. I grabbed the leash, then tossed the sirdar several feet with a single push. I tore the rope with my gauntleted hands, then told the boy, “Run!” hoping I hadn’t just ended his life. He likely would’ve been safer as a captive than fleeing.

      But the boy just stood there. So I got in his face and growled, “Run!” hoping it was terrifying enough.

      His limbs shook. I looked around and realized why. There was nowhere to run. Babur’s sirdars surrounded us.

      I grabbed his arm, pulled him to my front, and walked forward. The sirdar I’d thrown earlier got back on his feet and glared at me.

      I was a fool. I’d slowed down just to save one boy. Babur’s host would enslave thousands of boys and girls today — what did one fewer matter? Thousands would perish and yet more would be raped, so what did one life weigh?

      What about my own son and daughter? Neither were spared their fates. And here I was, helping the sons and daughters of my enemy.

      The ringing in my ears eased. I could hear the whimpers of the boy as I pushed him onward. He was ten or eleven years old, frail in the limbs, with a wavy head of black hair.

      “Keep going,” I said. “Don’t stop until you’re safe.”

      “You killed Baba.”

      “What?”

      “They told me a man wearing magic black armor killed my father. That was you, wasn’t it?”

      I’d killed scores of Jotrids and Sylgiz after they attacked the Abyads. But what were the odds of happening upon one of their sons in the middle of a battle?

      What kind of god would dream such irony?

      “Forget about your father.” I kept my gauntlets around his face, hoping to block any bullets that might pass. “Worry about getting out of here alive. You’ll be of fighting age soon. If you want to avenge him, you’ll need to grow a lot stronger.”

      A sirdar pulled a young girl out of her yurt, leashed her, then dragged her across the sand screaming toward wherever they were herding the slaves. Another decided to get his payment then and there; he pulled off the cottons of a Jotrid boy and took him from behind. All I could do was walk forward and save this one child, though I couldn’t say why I was bothering.

      We passed by streams of flesh-filled blood and piles of burning bodies, drongos fluttering around them, attracted by the stench of blazing death. My ears rang again, soon enough, from the cannonballs now flying overhead and hitting the rear of the oasis where the Jotrids and Sylgiz were fleeing.

      Soldiers surged past us while the elephants thumped at our backs. I could imagine their armored tusks boring into my neck. All manner of Kashanese tribes in many colors, as well as streams of men wearing the simple chainmail of the khazis, rode amid the yurts to kill, loot, herd slaves, and rape. A quick death was the greatest mercy you’d find here.

      Finally, the yurt I sought loomed near, just up the hill. Jotrids and Sylgiz gunners fired down from it, which meant the sirdars hadn’t broken through. I doubted they could hold for long.

      “Don’t fire!” I yelled. Bullet balls wouldn’t pierce my chest plate, but they would pierce the boy’s flesh.

      Zamburak shots sounded from behind us, where the elephants stampeded.

      I urged the boy to climb the hill as Sylgiz gunners fired at the elephants, at an angle far above his head. I held up my hands to show I wasn’t a threat. Steadily, we trudged up the sliding sand until we reached their line, bullets whizzing over our heads from both sides.

      I pushed the boy beyond the firing line and said, “Run and don’t look back.”

      Tears drenched him. He quivered. I pulled off my gauntlet and was about to slap him back into sense when he turned and ran toward the other side of the dune.

      I trudged on, breaths so heavy I wheezed. My knees yearned to melt. I made it to the palatial yurt. A troop of Sylgiz and Jotrids guarded it.

      They all aimed their matchlocks at me.

      I recognized Gokberk, his ugly scar half-hidden by a verse-inscribed chain helmet.

      “I know where the hole in your back is,” he said. “We’re all willing to die to put something sharp or burning through it.”

      I raised my hands. “Is Sadie in there?”

      “That’s no business of yours.”

      “She is mine. If you try to stop me, then I’ll—”

      “Let him come,” someone from the adjacent yurt said. Cyra’s voice.

      Gokberk shut his mouth and gestured to the entrance, as if Cyra’s order were magic. And so, I turned toward that smaller yurt and pushed through the flap.
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CYRA

        

      

    

    
      Kevah entered my yurt to the sound of screams and war cries from all over camp. He took off his helmet to reveal a tired face drenched in sweat.

      Somehow, I didn’t hate him anymore. If he hadn’t burned my mother, I wouldn’t have become the Children. He’d been unimaginably cruel, but so had I.

      What mattered was that I’d won, in all the ways that truly counted.

      “Where is Lunara?” he asked.

      “Not here.” I sat on my pallet and sipped my salt tea — so enjoyably bitter. “You ever had salt tea before? Seems like your kind of drink.”

      “Your own people are being put to the sword, and you sit here and—"

      “If you want to know where Lunara is, answer my question.”

      “The zabadar tribes in the east liked to drink it.”

      That wasn’t really an answer. But I assumed in Kevah speech, it meant, “Yes, though I don’t care for it.”

      “Lunara is coming.” I took another sip. “It’s all part of the plan.”

      “Plan?”

      “Shh… listen…”

      The melody of my enemy’s drums, horns, and sitars loudened. Babur marched his musicians into our camp, which was almost like declaring victory.

      “What plan?” Kevah asked again.

      “You’re an intelligent man. What is Lunara most famous for?”

      “Leading the Crucians into Kostany through…”

      I gave him a satisfied nod. “The saintcursers will hit Babur’s joyous, yet scattered and booty-hungry host from behind. Then the Jotrids and Sylgiz will smash into their front and flanks. Even his zamburaks and elephants can’t save him.”

      “At this very moment, old men, women, and children in your camp are being…” His expression turned more bitter than my tea. “You sacrificed your own tribes to trap Babur?”

      “Worry not. I reassured the riders that they and their families would earn Paradise by this sacrifice.”

      “Who gave you the right to promise Paradise?”

      I showed him the cut on my palm. “Blood did.”

      Judging by his curled lip, he didn’t quite understand. Of course not. I was being rather vague to a man who, despite his love of poetry, only seemed to understand a club to the head.

      “There’s nothing you won’t do to win. While you were getting your own people killed, I was trying to save them.” He snickered. “Suppose that’s why I lost.”

      He wasn’t wrong. But I determined what cost was worth paying. I made the difficult, yet necessary decisions. Why should I be ashamed?

      At least he’d admitted to losing. He seemed so disarmed, the way he stood with his limbs tight. Perhaps I could finally stop fearing him.

      Then again, this was Kevah. You stop fearing him at your peril.

      “Sit down, Kevah. Let me show you some Sylgiz hospitality.”

      I poured a small, stone cup of salt tea for him. To my surprise, he actually sat. He leaned against the post I’d once tied his lover to, sweat glistening in his beard.

      I handed him the cup. My jaw almost dropped when he took it and sipped.

      “I don’t know what the custom is in Sirm,” I said, “but here in Alanya, as well as in the Sylgiz lands, once you drink from someone’s cup, it means you can no longer harm them.”

      “It also means you can no longer harm me.”

      “Then by right of hospitality, we are no longer enemies.”

      “If only it were that simple.” He took another sip, though glowered as if he didn’t enjoy it.

      Even cocooned within these cloth walls, I could smell the blood and gunpowder. It wafted in as another volley of cannon shots shook everything.

      “So… how did it feel getting stabbed in the back by Babur and Hurran?”

      “I’m sure you know what that’s like.”

      “I do. Getting stabbed in the back — or rather in the eye and neck — is what started me on this path. It’s too bad that when our paths crossed, we ended up on opposite sides.”

      “Too bad for me.” His lips quivered, and his tone turned despairing. “You proved impossible to overcome. Every move I made, you played a better one. And so now I’m here… in your yurt… drinking your tea…”

      “You know, we could have made peace that day when you came to see me in the desert. We could have avoided all of this.”

      “I had a duty to stop you.”

      “Sure you did. But considering all the horrors that resulted, if you could choose to go back and make a different decision, would you?”

      “The river never flows up.”

      I knew he wasn’t going to answer that, but I still wanted him to express his regrets. To admit he should never have stood in my way.

      “Listen, Cyra.” He set the cup down. “If you win this battle, let everyone in the shrine go.”

      “Or else what?”

      “Or else I’ll never stop coming for you. If you want there to be peace between us, you’ll let Kyars, Kato, the Disciples, and everyone else trapped in the shrine, or taken prisoner in Zelthuriya, go free.”

      So those were the terms of his own surrender. But as the victor, I ought to be the one dictating terms, especially regarding Zelthuriya. What was truly the state of things inside the city, though? Celene had given me her version, but what did Kevah know?

      “I heard Herakon had captured you. Did you learn something while there?”

      “Basil entered the forbidden area beneath the Shrine of Saint Chisti. No one knows what happened to him, after that.”

      It sounded like something Saurva had manipulated him into doing. I’d have to ask Lunara about it.

      Kevah rubbed sweat out of his eyebrows. “You are going to rule in Zelthuriya, are you not?”

      “Once I figure out what to do about the Crucians squatting there, then yes, I suppose so.”

      “Don’t let Hawwa win. Don’t let the egg hatch.”

      I put my hand on my heart. “I swear, Kevah, I’ll do everything I can to stop it. We are united in this regard. Lunara is helping me realize this aim, too. Defending the Gate will be my foremost purpose as ruler.”

      “If that’s your purpose, then don’t take retribution. Let Kyars abdicate and go. Let him go to Sirm and be out of your way.”

      “Surely you don’t believe that. Sirm isn’t that far away. He’ll make a show of abdicating, and then he’ll muster an army and come for me. That would only destabilize Alanya further, which would only threaten Zelthuriya and the safety of the Gate.”

      “Safety of the Gate?” he scoffed. “There are plenty worse things than Kyars threatening it. Let’s start with the giant angel standing above the city, or the fact that Basil and his son are somewhere beneath the shrine. Or how about the devs that—”

      “Your point is taken.” I sighed, annoyed by how right he was.

      But in the end, the victor defined what was right. If Lunara succeeded, that would be me. And I was more than just the victor; I was the Children. I could literally decide right and wrong.

      “Now let’s discuss what I want.” I smiled. “You must never make common cause with any of my enemies.”

      “Fine.”

      “All of Alanya is my dominion. You must acknowledge me as the ruler of Alanya.”

      “I can’t do that. With Kyars having abdicated, I recognize Prince Faris as the rightful Shah of Alanya.”

      “You want Barkam to rule?”

      “No. But I can’t recognize you as the ruler of Alanya. That’s out of the question.”

      Stubborn fool. He’d lost, so how dare he deny me? “Then I won’t stop until I destroy you, Kevah.”

      “You mistake me, Cyra. I am not surrendering my will. I am simply offering you peace, if you will let Kyars and everyone in the shrine go free.”

      “You’ve no armies to command. Your peace is meaningless. I’d rather plant your shrine.” But what would Lunara think of me if I killed her lover? She wanted us to come to an accord. Would she even teach me starwriting if I killed him?

      Perhaps peace was the best I could hope for with someone like Kevah.

      He wiped the sweat beneath his eyes. The man was desperate for some consolation. In truth, there was nothing worse than having Kevah as an enemy… other than having Zedra as an enemy. He may be powerless now, but he could amass power again — in ways I could not imagine.

      Our hatred for each other had caused so much suffering. We all needed a break from it.

      “I’ll let Kyars, Kato, and everyone go free, unharmed. You have my word.”

      “Then you have mine that I will not attack you.”

      “I want something else, though. If you won’t recognize Alanya as mine, then you must recognize Lunara as mine.”

      Kevah gave me a heavy snicker. “Lunara will never be yours.”

      “Then Kyars will die and our war will go on. I will not relent.”

      “Why?”

      “You are a distraction for her, Kevah. You pull at her heart when I want it all to myself.”

      “You’re the one who put her in Sadie’s body. Who gave you the right?”

      I got up, walked to my clothes chest, and dug deep for the wood-bound book.

      I showed him the words written in golden lettering: The Melody of Sadie.

      “The book that turned her into Lunara can now turn her back into Sadie. Take it.”

      He stared at it, eyes dim and lips quivering as if in mourning.

      “When I’m done with Lunara, I promise I’ll send her to you,” I said. “Then the two of you can decide whether to use the bloodrune in this book, or not. You can’t force her finger, though. She has to touch it willingly.”

      I settled it on the floor near his knees, then sat back down across from him.

      “Do we have an agreement, Kevah?”

      Babur’s horns, sitars, and drums silenced. But the cacophony of crying children, screaming mothers, and shouting sirdars and khazis still embittered the air.

      “Hear that?” I asked. “Babur’s musicians have gone quiet.”

      In the distance, the saintcursers ululated. An all-encompassing relief washed over my heart.

      Lunara had done it. I wanted to jump with joy.

      Their cry of “Curse the saints!” was so loud, it was as if a million souls had shouted it.

      Kevah, who I’m sure had prayed to the saints all his life, winced. “What are you going to do about the Crucians?”

      “What do you think I should do?”

      “Unless you want raving bands of infidels roaming Alanya for the next decade, you’ll lure them away from Zelthuriya and slaughter them all.”

      If I was going to be merciful to Kyars, why not to the Crucians, as well? I was the Children. Was there no room for mercy, now that the daughter of Chisti walked the earth?

      Besides, they weren’t my enemies.

      “I have to set an example,” I said, wondering when Kevah would deduce how I’d changed. “I have to be… good. But from now on, I’ll define what good means.”

      “Of course you will.” He grabbed The Melody of Sadie, stood, and approached the flap.

      “So we’re agreed? You won’t bother Lunara?”

      “Did she agree to this victorious plan of yours? Did she agree to sacrifice the children in your camp while she led an army through Labyrinthos?”

      “Yes, she did. She agreed wholeheartedly that it was all for the greater good. The greatest good of all. Securing Zelthuriya and protecting the Gate.”

      “If you’ve got her leading your armies, she’s going to try to convince me to join you. She’ll probably offer me anything I want, in return. Even her love.” Kevah turned away. “But that’s not the woman I loved. The woman I loved was not so devious.” Whoever this purer Lunara was, it seemed he’d never stop mourning her.

      “People change, Kevah. It’s cruel to love without accepting that.”

      “It’s even crueler to change. Send her to me when you and her are done using Sadie’s body for evil.” He’d almost walked out the flap, when he turned to glare at me. “If you hurt Sadie’s body in any way, or if you renege on this agreement, you know what I’ll do.”

      “Only too well.” I gave this defeated, yet proud man my kindest smile.
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      I pondered what Cyra had said about change as I walked through the sand, away from the battle. Perhaps I was the one who needed to change. Perhaps I’d lost because I stubbornly stayed the same.

      Lunara had changed. Cyra had changed. Even Hurran and Ruhi had changed. They became what they needed to be in the times and places they found themselves in.

      I met Kinn on the path to Dorud, as planned. The chicken was so relieved to see me, he lost at least twenty colorful feathers as he fluttered about.

      “There’s nothing to celebrate,” I told him.

      “You’re alive!” was all he would say.

      I was indeed alive. “My life means nothing.”

      “It means everything. At the least, it means you can make it mean something.”

      That sounded as poorly expressed as most things Kinn said. But it was also true.

      What we spin from thread matters more than the thread itself. What could I spin from my defeat?

      With my mind still on strategy, I realized I hadn’t pulled on one particular thread. “Fly me to Ruhi, and then to Dorud.”

      If I succeeded, I could spin brocade fit for a sultan.

      “Can it wait till morning? I’ve been searching for you for hours.”

      “Afraid not. By morning, they’ll have heard about the battle, and it may be too late.”

      “But it’s dreadfully dark.”

      “I hear Grand Vizier Barkam has an entire villa just for his shoe collection, gathered from all eight corners of the—"

      Kinn grabbed me with his talons, and we soared.

      

      Ruhi was waiting at the Vograsian village by the river. We stole a boat, and the three of us flew to Dorud.

      When we landed at the Abyad refugee camp within the walls, we went about the tents, hollering for the sheikhs and young folks to come out. It was the middle of the night, so they were either asleep or tired. So were we, but opportunities don’t wait.

      “Did I not fight for you?” I asked once we’d gathered them amid the tents, with so much garbage at our feet.

      “You did,” a sheikh said. “By Lat, you did.”

      “Now I ask you to fight for yourselves. For your families. For your tribes. Are you prepared to do that?”

      They collectively nodded and said, “Yes.”

      “Is it true that Cyra has defeated Shah Babur?” another sheikh asked. “What hope do we have against her?”

      News had traveled as fast as us, somehow.

      “I’m not talking about her.” I turned my head toward the Emerald Palace. “There is your real enemy. Base men who wear fancy titles and fill themselves with fruit. Who spend their wealth on themselves instead of on war with those who harmed your children and our faith.”

      That brought a clamor. “You would ask us to bite the hand that feeds us?” someone said.

      “Tell me, who is the Shah of Alanya?” I asked.

      “Shah Kyars,” everyone answered.

      “Did Barkam lift a finger to help him? With the gold in his coffers, he could have hired a million soldiers.” An exaggeration, but the gist was true. “Do you know what kind of men Kyars’ ancestors were? When Seluq the Dawn conquered Alanya, he did not claim a single gold dinar. He gave it all to the people. They say he only owned two caftans, and a pair of tattered leather sandals. When he entered Qandbajar after the last saint-king submitted, he walked through the gate, head bowed, while his servant rode his mare next to him.”

      They gave me approving nods.

      “Cyra took your wealth and lives,” I said. “But you won’t get it back from her. She is triumphant. But that doesn’t mean we’ve lost. We can fight a battle right now, and enjoy a triumph of our own.”

      “What do you mean to do?” asked the elder sheikh, whom we’d spoken to last time we were in Dorud. I recalled that he’d lost several of his children to Cyra’s unprovoked attack on the Falcon Festival.

      “I’m going to fly into the Emerald Palace. I’m going to open the gate. And when I do, I want you all to dine with me.”

      Within minutes, someone would surely awaken Barkam and tell him. Which meant every second mattered.

      “So what do you say?” I shouted. “Are you with me?”

      The response was a mix of grumbling, but most of the youths nodded with enthusiasm.

      Ruhi climbed onto a wooden box. “You all know me as a daughter and a Disciple. Kevah speaks with a true heart. Support him, and we’ll bring justice and righteousness back to this land.”

      When I first told her of my plan aboard the boat, she thought I was just grasping for a consolation prize. Perhaps I was. But that didn’t change the facts: Kyars had abdicated, Hurran was not fit to rule, and Barkam could not be trusted. Once Ruhi digested that, it became as obvious to her as it was to me that this was the way forward.

      With Ruhi sermonizing on my behalf, more and more Abyads nodded their heads. It was all the encouragement I needed, and so I asked Kinn to make me fly.

      

      I flew atop the Emerald Palace’s gate. The gholam sentries were munching on seeds and joking among each other. As soon as I landed, they straightened their postures and aimed their matchlocks at me.

      “I served beside Kato, your commander, in the service of Kyars, your shah,” I said. “Lower your weapons. They won’t do anything to me, anyway.”

      “Barkam is the Grand Vizier,” one said. “Whatever your position, he outranks you.”

      I couldn’t kill a single gholam. I needed them on my side, to a man.

      “I am a gholam, too. In Sirm, we call ourselves janissaries.”

      “We know who you are.”

      “Then you know where I’ve been. What I was doing while Grand Vizier Barkam slept peacefully in his palace. How I bloodied myself in the name of Shah Kyars. How for two whole nights, I bathed in the blood of infidels — that I spilled — to save our holy city. You would also know that I killed three magi in combat, their jinn and sorcery against my mere blade. I defeated Micah the Metal in the darkest bowel of Labyrinthos. I stood against three Crucian hosts, each led by mighty conquerors, whilst men with loftier titles cowered.”

      “Like I said… we know who you are.” His trigger grip jittered.

      I gestured to the crowd of Abyads amassing on the thoroughfare. Hundreds of them poured in from every street.

      “Open the gate,” I said to the gholam. “Open the gate in the name of your shah, or I’ll open it for you.”

      Sweat thickened on their brows as they gazed at the amassing Abyads, who now pounded on the metal of the gate.

      The gholam lowered their weapons. They knew where the wind blew.

      

      When I took the Emerald Palace, I allowed the Abyads entry to every room — except where Prince Faris resided. I placed twenty gholam outside his chamber, then walked inside myself.

      The skinny boy was sitting up in his bed and coughing. Healers and attendants crowded around him. A woman of middle age in silk nightclothes sat on a floor cushion next to him.

      They were too terrified to look me in the visor. Faris, however, managed to stand and face me.

      “What right do you have to do this?” he said. “My brother would never have—”

      “Kyars didn’t order me to do this. In truth, I don’t even know if he’s alive. This was all me.”

      “How dare you?” His hacking cough worsened.

      A healer handed him a mug of milk and honey. He sipped.

      “It’s already done, Prince Faris. This palace and the city of Dorud now belong to me. Do you know what that means?”

      “I won’t accept it.” Milk clung to his budding beard and mustache. “I will…”

      “You’ll what?”

      His arms shook. The reality was seeping into his bones.

      “Here’s what you’re going to do, Prince Faris. Tomorrow, I’ll gather everyone who matters in this city in the great hall. With all their eyes on you, you’re going to smile and proclaim me the Sultan of Dorud.”

      “Are you mad?” the woman in silk blurted out. “Some up-jumped Ruthenian slave will never rule this land.”

      “Auntie Mirima…” Faris looked at her in fear, as if terrified about what I’d do to her for that slight.

      I pulled off my helmet so I could glare at her. “This is happening. You can either cheer it on, or you can continue to complain about it in your grave.”

      “You will address me as ‘Sultana’!”

      “And come morning, you will address me as ‘Sultan’.”

      

      An hour later, I was standing in the fresco-covered great hall when a troop of gholam brought me the Grand Vizier.

      Barkam was in brocade, which meant they’d allowed him time to change. His bald head was oiled and smelled of olive. He walked up to me, got on his knees, and presented a velvet sack with outstretched hands.

      I gave it a jingle and peeked inside. The simurghs on the coins peeked back. At least three hundred gold dinars, enough to buy fifty slaves of decent stature and strength. “Thank you, Grand Vizier. A gift is always appreciated.” It would be the first of many I planned to ask of him.

      “Regarding our prior meeting, I must apologize.” It sounded so sincere, and he even kept his eyes on mine. “I should have gifted you a robe of honor, and given my full attention to your wise counsel. But I did not have the proper understanding of you, Kevah.”

      “Sultan Kevah.”

      “Sultan Kevah. I see now that you are a man of majesty and stature, worthy of my respect and adoration. And so I come to beg your mercy, and pray it is as vast as Lat’s own.”

      “Mercy is like the filling in a pastry. Too much spoils the teeth. And so I must portion my mercy wisely.”

      “Please allow me a small port—”

      “Why should I? What makes you worthy?”

      “My service, Sultan. Shah Tamaz was a just and honorable man, and he chose me to be his right hand. I followed his orders faithfully, and together, until his murder at the hands of Zedra, we ensured no one went hungry or thirsty, that bandits could not assail the roads and caravansaries, that the weighing scales in the bazaars were balanced.”

      These were all matters that required good intentions, which I’m certain Shah Tamaz possessed. But that wasn’t enough. You needed capable, loyal, and well-connected men to realize your good intentions.

      “I will give you one chance to serve me like you served Shah Tamaz. Fail me at the cost of your life.” I gestured for Grand Vizier Barkam to stand.

      “Thank you, Sultan Kevah. I will not fail you.”

      “I’d like you to meet Zaban.” I pointed to the smokeless, human-shaped fire hovering in the corner of the room. Only I could see her. She touched a fresco of topless women playing in the Vogras River. It ignited and spat sparks.

      “I hope that wasn’t a favorite of yours,” I said.

      Barkam gulped. “It is my pleasure to become acquainted with your… Efreet.”

      I snapped my fingers. Zaban pulled on the fire with her hand, as if it were a rope, and absorbed it into her body. An edge of char remained on the fresco.

      I sat on the divan and crossed my legs. “You can call the artist to repaint it, if you like.”

      “I thought you hated the lewd ones.”

      “This is not about what I love or hate, Grand Vizier. But it’s also not about what you love or hate — not anymore. And it’s not about what Prince Faris loves or hates. It’s not even about what Shah Kyars loves or hates.”

      “Then what is it about?”

      “You’re going to find out.” I squeezed the bag of gold. “Tomorrow, you’ll begin your first task in this new Dorud.”

      “And what task would that be?”

      “Sending an envoy to the Silklands.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “To find an engineer named Jauz, who once served Micah the Metal, and offer him a gold bag ten times bigger than this one.”

      Barkam nodded. “Yes, I’ve heard of him. I can do this for you.”

      “You’re also going to find the Alanyan Philosophers who fled Qandbajar. Give them whatever they ask to make a new home here, in Dorud.”

      “A wise course of action.”

      “And with the rest of the gold you’ve hoarded, you’re going to hire and train as many soldiers as you can. Recruit among the Abyads, first and foremost. I want ten thousand by the new moon, and another five thousand for every moon thereafter until the spring harvest.”

      “And where are you going to march them come springtime?”

      “Cyra defeated Babur, but Babur still controls Qandbajar. She’ll want it back. Let them fight amongst each other — for now.” I leaned forward on the divan and grinned. “Tell me, Grand Vizier. Where are our real enemies?”

      His mouth opened to say so many things, yet no sound came out.

      “I’ll give you a hint,” I said. “Are they to the east, or to the west?”

      Barkam was an intelligent man. He obviously understood what I was getting at. “To the west, of course. The Ethosians are, and have always been, the true enemies of all Latians.”

      “Precisely. Did you know that Sargosans are taking over the Sea of Kashan, and the islands to the south? Dorud is on the Sea of Kashan. Why do we permit them access to our channels and rivers?”

      “Because they…” He moved his chin from side to side in a funny way.

      “Because they have a lot of gold. They are paying us to look away, Grand Vizier, while they amass power beneath our nose.”

      “That’s not all… I received troubling news, just the other morning. Our spies sighted a Crucian fleet amassing at Dycondi. At least a hundred ships.”

      Shah Jalal would often complain that the Crucians were relentless and blessed with limitless manpower and resources.

      “Usually, when they’re headed to Sirm, they amass at Nixos.” I gave my beard a good stroke. “But if they intend to sail toward our coast, Dycondi is the better port. Tell me, Grand Vizier — are not the cities of Sakand, Wahi, and Karbskar under your control?” And therefore my dominion. “What did you intend to do in response?”

      “I’ve drawn up plans, Sultan. I won’t just hand our pearls to the Crucians. But it’s best we discuss this tomorrow, when I can call upon others well-versed in these matters.”

      How swiftly he’d adjusted to my new order. Barkam had not spent a single second arguing. He was on his knees and placating me from the first moment. I rather liked it.

      But I knew not to trust appearances. It was all part of the game these sorts of people played. He was like Ebra: a man I’d likely struggle to control, but eventually come to appreciate — if I could win him over to my side.

      

      By morning, I’d secured control of the entire city. But the man who strode into my throne room a few hours past dawn could, with a few words, undo all my hard work.

      “What the fuck are you scheming?” Kato asked. The bags beneath his bleary eyes betrayed his lack of sleep. He must’ve been riding all night.

      I stood and stared at the gholam commander, wondering how he would take my drastic measures. “What happened to Shah Kyars?”

      “Once Cyra entered the city, she let us — and the Crucians — go free.”

      “Where did the Crucians go?”

      “East into the Waste, to conquer themselves a home. Herakon said they would ‘find Lord Basil on the path, since he is prophesied to go east.’”

      “Good riddance. What did he do with my sword?”

      “He took it with him, obviously.”

      I wanted to cry as if I’d lost my favorite toy. Maybe I could ask Kinn to steal it back.

      At the very least, Cyra had honored her end. Now I’d have to honor mine. “We have much to discuss.”

      In the Emerald Palace, there were separate rooms for coffee, tea, and hookah. I enjoyed some opulent cherry-flavored hashish with Kato in the tea room. It had silkier floor cushions than the hookah room, though the Abyads took most of them before I put a stop to the looting.

      “Shah Kyars abdicated in front of Cyra and everyone,” Kato said. “He even acknowledged the Children as the rightful heirs of Chisti, and Cyra as the Children. It was embarrassing, but what choice did he have? I pray the Sirmians will be kind to him — perhaps he was not meant to rule such a ruinous Alanya.”

      Or perhaps he was too weak to rule it. “Do you accept his abdication?”

      Kato nodded. “After hearing about what those magi did to Qandbajar, the man was defeated. He considered it his own failure, and did not want to put the people through even more suffering.”

      Kyars may not have won, but he was noble. Weak or not, he was a good man, and I was proud to have served him.

      My serving days were over, though.

      As for Cyra, she’d ascended faster than I realized. I did not understand the Path of the Children, but I wondered if Kato had misconstrued what he’d seen. Cyra could be many things, but she couldn’t be the Children — she didn’t have the blood.

      Or did she? When she showed me her cut palm, she mentioned something about her blood.

      Kato obviously hated her. But did he hate her enough to support me?

      I blew out a cherry-flavored cloud. “Why did you come here, Kato? Why didn’t you go to Qandbajar?”

      “Those magi turned it into a flooded ruin. Fucking sorcerers. How dare they destroy the pearl I protected for so much of my life? Kyars abdicating means Faris is the shah, and as I am a sworn gholam, I must protect him, now.”

      “Indeed.” I handed him the pipe. “Today, we’re going to declare him the Shah of Alanya. And just like how his grandfather put a sultan on the throne in Ejaz, he’s going to name me Sultan of Dorud.”

      Kato blew out a thin stream of smoke. “How does that make you anything but a usurper? Have you been reading Cyra’s playbook?”

      It was the winning playbook, so why not?

      “Tell me, do you really want to spend the rest of your life serving weaker and less competent men?”

      “Is that what you thought of Shah Kyars?” He almost jabbed me with the pipe when he offered it back. “I have half a mind to order the gholam in this city to drag you off that divan you were sitting on this morning, and into a ten-foot ditch.”

      “I’d rather you stood with me. I need men like you for what I’m doing.”

      “And what are you doing?”

      “I’ll tell you what I’m not doing.” I inhaled the smoke, let it rest in me, and puffed out a big ball. “I’m not sitting on that divan so I can collect slave girls from the eight corners of the earth, and bed a different one every night. I’m not interested in wearing brocade, or covering my wrists in bangles and my neck in rubies.” I gestured to the beautiful glass hookah. “A nice smoke, once in a while, is the extent of my depravity. Except, there is one thing I enjoy more.”

      Kato sighed. “What would that be?”

      “Killing my enemies. I have made peace with Cyra — for now. I am willing to cease hostilities with Shah Babur and the brown tongue he put on Qandbajar’s throne — for now.” I had to be wary of the two magi, lest they flood and incinerate Dorud like they did Qandbajar. “But peace is only a cover to grow stronger, which we must do if we are to prevail against our true enemy — the Crucians, Sargosans, and all Ethosians.”

      He chuckled. “Never took you for such a zealot.”

      “You saw, with your own eyes, the Archangel above Kostany. You even saw Marot’s true body — have you forgotten what his vile plan did to your family? The Ethosians worship these creatures, Kato. And make no mistake — these angels are an absolute evil. They intend monstrous things for all mankind.”

      “I don’t disagree. But Ethosians… they are like the wildebeests who jump into a river to cool off, only to be eaten by crocodiles. They are fools.”

      “Fools with armies and guns and Lat knows what else. Now, what if I told you that there is an angel standing over Zelthuriya, even as we speak? The only difference between it and the ones you saw is that it’s invisible to all who can’t see beyond the veil.”

      He sighed with weariness. “I’d tell you I’m fucking tired of horrors. And in truth, I just want a bed. Wouldn’t mind another warm body in it, either. And maybe some lamb kebab, drenched in yogurt. Oh, and a nice cardamom coffee.”

      “This is a palace. You’re the commander of the gholam. Go enjoy whatever you like.”

      He pointed a finger at his eyes. “I’m watching you, Kevah. Do not think I’m so easily bought.”

      I’d have to work on Kato. Eventually, I was certain he’d see my side of things. We couldn’t afford weak rulers. Not when the angels and their servants were coming for us, one after another.

      And especially not when Lat, our god and protector, was dead.

      

      The ceremony proceeded perfectly. A sheikh from the Fount crowned Faris the Shah of Alanya. The young shah declared me Sultan of Dorud with his first act, conferring total and complete power to do as I please — even above and over his own decrees.

      I gave Shah Faris an entire wing of the Emerald Palace to enjoy. He could do whatever he desired there, except leave.

      Barkam brought some stern-faced men to meet me concerning the threat of the Crucian fleet. Apparently, Imperator Josias himself commanded it, and he intended to land an army of paladins on our coast.

      I ordered Barkam to send a messenger to Sirm, to learn when Shah Murad would fulfill his promise to march his zabadar and janissaries into Alanya.

      I would no longer send them to war against Cyra. I’d send them to war against Josias. Since Zelthuriya was not mine to offer, I could let Murad have his pick of the three cities on the western coast. The Sirmians always wanted them, and they seemed more trouble than they were worth — though I was only willing to part with one.

      As for Hurran and Babur and their two magi, while they’d been defeated in the battle, they still possessed several Alanyan cities and the resources of mighty and rich Kashan to draw upon. I’d have to come to some accord with them while I built up my strength. Lat gave me some vague direction to collect all the masks, but she was dead. I could temporarily accept Hurran ruling Qandbajar, Merva, and Quchan, just as I’d accepted Cyra ruling Zelthuriya — for the sake of peace. A peace I would use to become stronger.

      I’d eventually have to deal with them, obviously; neither Cyra nor Babur was going to like what I’d done in Dorud. But now was not the time for those feuds. Better to let them fight with each other and secure my border, perhaps by building a string of forts between Dorud and Qandbajar — like Jalut’s Jaw, the fortresses that protected Kashan.

      Only then could I focus on the Sargosans, who seemed the greatest threat. As Aicard had mentioned, they’d allied themselves with a powerful, mysterious country beyond the sea mists to expand their presence on the southern islands. They needed to be stopped.

      

      After all the meetings, I was tempted to order another hookah and spend the night on silk sheets. I carried the greatest burden, so why should I not permit myself the greatest comforts, too?

      Because I could not become weak, like the men I complained about. So I asked the servants to give me bedding from their own lodging. A camelhide blanket covered in moth holes would do, along with a pillow stuffed with drongo feathers.

      I would not wear brocade. From now on, I’d wear the plain white caftans of the Abyads. I needed them to see me as their own.

      I would not bed slave girls or partake in any carnal pleasures the common folk couldn’t. I would not fill myself with wine or opium. I would not dine on delicacies.

      But I would amass wealth. I’d have to. There was no other way to raise armies, make guns and cannons, build ships, and produce all else that we needed.

      A knock-knock sounded on my door. Whoever it was had neglected to use the door knocker.

      I sat up. “Enter.”

      Ruhi opened the door wide but didn’t step inside. She was covered head-to-toe in black. “Why are you sleeping on the floor when there’s perfectly good bedding?”

      “My father would say, ‘You are what you get used to.’ If I sleep on silk every night, what happens when I’m out on the battlefield and only have a bed of stones? How will I survive when all I’ve got to eat are my shoes?”

      “I see your point.” She was still waiting at the door.

      “Come inside and shut the door.”

      She took a step in, then closed the door behind her. “I just came to say that I’m leaving.”

      A surprise. She’d helped me accomplish this takeover, so I thought she’d wanted to assume a greater role.

      “Where are you going? Surely you wouldn’t be welcome in Zelthuriya, now that Cyra is its master. Qandbajar is a ruin. Oh, and a Crucian fleet is about to land on our western coast. So… where else is there but here?”

      “I’m an Abyad. There are hundreds of oases between all those big cities.”

      “It’s dangerous. Cyra’s tribes will never cease raiding. Amid all the disorder, bands of brigands will sprout from every corner. And did I mention the Crucians are coming? You’re safest right here.”

      She sat on the silk bed I wasn’t using. “I spoke with Kato earlier. He said the Disciples decided to stay in Zelthuriya, despite the danger of what Cyra might do to them. They refused to leave the shrine, especially after Basil used a bloodrune to enter the forbidden area.” She rested her hands on her thighs, then balled them into fists. “I want to go back. I have a duty to help them.”

      I understood duty, too well. It had taken me far in life, but also nearly brought about my downfall.

      “Cyra hates you. So does Eshe. They’d both delight in hearing you scream. Besides, I need you. I’ll be surrounded every day by liars. Your truth-seeing eyes would be invaluable.” What did she want? What wasn’t I giving her? “Take off your veil.”

      She pulled off her cover. I barely saw the bloodrunes, now. Behind them, her face was rather soft and delightful. Such eager cheekbones and deep-set eyes.

      “I am the Sultan of Dorud, Ruhi. I’ve been bargaining and making deals with far less deserving men and women, all day. I’ll give you anything you want, so long as you remain here. Just ask, and it’s yours.”

      She looked at me for a long time with her big, nutmeg pupils. “I know you’re an honorable man. I know you mean what you say. So I’m going to stay and help you. But I’m not going to ask you for what I want. It’s not quite the right time.”

      “Now you’re just leaving me in suspense.”

      “When the time comes, at least I know you won’t say no.” She grinned. “Have a peaceful sleep.”

      Pondering what she would ask of me didn’t make that easy.

      An hour later, Kinn fluttered in through the gold-rimmed window.

      “Believe it or not, Barkam isn’t doing anything untoward,” he said as he hopped on my pillow. “You should rest easy.”

      “I wish that were my only problem.”

      “You didn’t get any rest last night. Two nights without sleep, and you’ll start seeing things like that merchant whose shoes I once stole for my shoe mountain. He wasted three nights looking for them, then ran into the lake naked, screaming that Ahriyya was torturing him.”

      “He was right.” I chuckled. “This is the curse of power, Kinn. There’s just too much to think about.”

      “I happily offer my shiqq sleeping services. What would you like to dream?”

      I thought of the woman with green eyes and red hair. I thought of how I knew her, and didn’t know her. Of how I loved her, and hated her. Of how she fucked me upon the egg while that strange angel watched with its abyssal eye.

      I thought of how she was dead, then alive, then dead, then alive. But in the end, what was she? Whose body had we buried in the garden outside the Sublime Palace in Kostany? Who had I stabbed inside that strange chamber covered in broken glass in the bowels of Labyrinthos?

      Who was the girl I sparred with in the courtyard of Tengis’ Keep, when I was just a child? Who was the woman who saved me from drowning in despair after Micah slit Melodi’s throat?

      Were they both dead? Were their souls in the Wheel? Was the woman who remained someone else, just with Lunara’s memories and Sadie’s body?

      It was almost impossible to be certain. She’d changed too much, too many times.

      “Same dream as last time,” I said. “Tombore… reading Taqi before bed… eating breakfast with everyone I love… with both Sadie and Lunara, as separate people. Oh, and include my father. I miss him. But change nothing else.”

      What we love is better left the same.
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      What happened to Basil and his son?

      When Cyra conquered Zelthuriya and took over the Shrine of Chisti, I resolved to find out.

      He could not open the Gate. Not without the Gate Opening Spell, which only I knew.

      But it was possible he’d found a way into the threshold just before the Gate.

      I began by searching his quarters, which was — ironically enough — the women’s prayer room in the shrine of a Sirmian saint. I came upon a most troubling discovery there.

      Hidden beneath a floor table was a book: The Melody of Micah. The dev who’d convinced Cyra to bring me back had also wanted to bring Micah back, but encouraged Basil to do it. Perhaps this dev believed Micah was the true Opener, not him.

      As soon as I picked it up, a slip of paper fell out and drifted to the floor. I knelt and squinted.

      Micah knows where your son is.

      Who was this message meant for?

      It could not be for me. I’d given my son to the Palace of Bones. My son was dead. The devs of Labyrinthos had once tried to convince me he was alive somewhere in the highlands of Crucis, but I refused to believe it, since they often used such ploys to manipulate others.

      The note was written in Sirmian, so it couldn’t be for Basil or his men. Micah wouldn’t know where their sons were, in any case.

      I intended to show it to Cyra. She was adjusting to her new quarters in the Shrine of Chisti. Victory and defeat both bring great change.

      And what a victory it was. After I’d led the saintcursers through Labyrinthos, they’d slammed into Babur’s back from the east, just as his jubilant soldiers were collecting booty and slaves from Cyra’s camp. At the same time, the Jotrids hit them from the north, and the Sylgiz from the west.

      Cyra allowed them a single path of retreat: south toward Qandbajar. That way, they wouldn’t fight to the death, and she could win the battle without too many more losses.

      But her tribes still cut down thousands of them in the retreat. Of the twenty thousand men Babur brought from Kashan, less than half survived to enter the safety of Qandbajar’s walls.

      She did not show mercy to the captured sirdars and khazis and tribesmen. Hundreds of Sylgiz and Jotrids lost their children, wives, husbands, mothers, and fathers because of her gambit, and she must’ve felt they deserved retribution.

      So Cyra ordered a large pit dug in the sand, threw the prisoners in it, and set it on fire. After covering the pit, they planted red tulips upon their shrine.

      Zelthuriya, meanwhile, was a mess — I do not wish to dwell on the horrors we found there. The only good thing we found was Kyars’ treasury, which Cyra could use to rebuild the city. But Malak still stood over the mountains, and the fact that the sun would not shine unsettled everyone.

      “It is a sign from Lat,” Cyra told her flock. “The sun will not look upon this holy city, not until we have righted all the wrongs done to my family.”

      And by “my family” she meant the Children.

      On Cyra’s orders, the Sylgiz and Jotrids did not disturb the shrines of the saints.

      “Look upon the decayed flowers that cover their corpses,” she said. “The blood of Chisti and his Children punished them plenty.”

      Ashen petals and stems did indeed cover all the bodies in all the saintly shrouds. Except for Chisti’s shroud — though I knew he was not truly in it.

      The shroud of another concerned me: Saint Death. We could not find it. The Crucians had sealed the entrance to her shrine with boulders. When we removed them and looked inside, her shroud was not in its sepulcher.

      Peculiar, and worrying, given what I knew about her.

      

      “I miss my balcony,” Cyra said while staring at the cave wall of her new room. “All these rooms are so cramped and dank.”

      What did you need in your room except for a pallet and some clothes? “I got used to it after a few moons.”

      She sat on a stack of carpets. “I forgot you used to live here.”

      I showed her The Melody of Micah and the paper.

      “So Micah knew where someone’s son is.” She ruffled her nose. “What does it matter?”

      “Devs are ridiculously clever creatures, Cyra. They have long lives, and when they plan, they do so in layers, with timelines that stretch generations. When one plan fails, they always have another, and another. It’s why Malak stands over the city, and there’s little we can do about it.” Unless one of us was willing to climb the mountains, find one of its enormous legs, and try hacking at it with the Tear blades.

      Cyra shrugged. “I’m honestly too tired to think about these things. If their timelines stretch across generations, then maybe we can spare a few days to rest.”

      “You should rest.” I squeezed her knee. She blushed at my touch. “I’ll get Eshe’s help.”

      “Ruling this city is going to be harder than ruling Qandbajar, isn’t it? Every time I win something, it all just gets harder.”

      Poor girl. She wasn’t merely a sovereign of the realm, but of the faith. Everyone would heap their burdens and hopes upon her.

      “You’re stronger than you think. You’ll rise to the challenge.”

      “Speaking of rising, when are you going to teach me starwriting?”

      “Soon.” So long as she did her part, I’d have to do mine. “I promise.”

      The door creaked open. Pashang poked his head into the room, his face weak and pale. He’d finally woken up.

      Cyra stood and smiled at him in her girlish way. You wouldn’t think someone in her position, who’d done what she’d done, could still smile with cherries on her cheeks. Perhaps she was getting better at convincing herself of what I’d come to realize: fighting for the greater good is the path to forgiving yourself.

      “I should go.” They had much to discuss, and I had much to do.

      

      Eshe knelt facing the wall that Basil and his son had gone through after murdering a healer. He’d been staring at that bloodrune for hours.

      “Any progress?” I asked after stepping across the empty pallets.

      “No.” He wouldn’t look me in the eyes. Wouldn’t say more than a word. I’d earned his loathing for what I’d done in Sirm.

      I’d not yet earned his trust, if that was even possible.

      “You said it was elder’s blood.” I knelt next to him. “But that’s not wholly human blood, is it? Where did Doran get it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He wouldn’t so easily accept my remorse. I’d only felt it at the moment of my death, while staring into the eyes of my husband and killer. Somehow, when that dagger plunged into me, I knew I’d been wrong all along. As if by dying, I’d woken up from a dream.

      “Look, Eshe. Your disgust for me is justified. But you’ve been staring at this wall for an entire day. You might need my help.”

      He gave me a shifty look, only briefly meeting my eyes. “I have no idea what you intend.”

      “I want to stop Hawwa’s devs from opening the Gate.”

      “Or maybe you’re trying to help them.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Where does this wall lead? Don’t the Disciples know?”

      The Disciples were still in the shrine, which made things awkward. They revered the saints, so would not recognize Cyra’s position as Chisti’s successor. But she’d promised Kevah not to harm them, so they’d have to settle things.

      “It’s a ten-foot-deep wall,” Eshe said. “The Recitals say Chisti used his own blood to get through.”

      “Then use Cyra’s blood.”

      “Cyra has conqueror’s blood. That won’t work.”

      “She used to have conqueror’s blood. Now she has Chisti’s blood.”

      “That’s impossible. No matter what any of you say, I refuse to believe it.”

      What an annoying and stubborn man. Quite like another man I knew. Perhaps Cyra and I had the same weakness when it came to men. The stubbornness eventually endears.

      Wherever Kevah was, I’d have to visit at some point. Staying with him, though, was out of the question: he’d cage me. He’d keep me safe in a room, like the shahs do with the women in their harems.

      He’d made Cyra some promises, but I wanted more than just a cold peace between them. I wanted cooperation for the greater good.

      And I wanted to see him more. Feel him on my skin. With my fanaa gone, I hungered for it.

      And maybe after, we could lie in bed and chat about something mundane, like how we used to play in the summer rains as children. Maybe we could even cuddle.

      Wouldn’t that be nice?

      I could even say sorry for killing our son and getting our daughter killed. Though knowing Kevah, he’d never forgive me.

      That was why I had to be the one to forgive, from now on.

      I went to Cyra, took some blood from her in a cup, and returned to Eshe.

      He dipped his hand in, then licked. “It’s an unknown flavor.”

      I sighed. I wasn’t going to waste time convincing him it was from Cyra. He could go lick her hand himself. “Well… let’s see if it works.”

      “If it does, I’m not taking you through this wall.”

      “You are indeed taking me through this wall.”

      “I just said I’m not.”

      “Shut up about the wall,” said a harsh voice from behind us.

      A veiled man stood at the door’s threshold. His green eyes resembled what I saw in the mirror, each day.

      We both stood to face him.

      He stepped into the room, shut the door, and gestured to me. “You have the Gate Opening Spell.”

      “I don’t know you.” I clutched the hilt of the Tear blade hidden in my robe.

      “It’s me.” He laughed with impatience. A rather snide sound. “I am the Gate.”

      Eshe and I exchanged bewildered glances.

      “We must’ve misheard you,” he said. “Who are you?”

      The hairs on my neck stood. My heart thudded faster. Candles flickered in the corners, but the man did not cast a shadow.

      He pointed to a candle. It extinguished, leaving a wisp of smoke. Then he pointed to another, and it went out, too.

      Eshe drew his bloodrune-covered scimitar as another candle went out. I drew my Tear blade.

      Only one candle remained in the room.

      The strange man grabbed his veil and pulled it off. An eye shone within each of his cheeks. His face was shaped like a diamond, and he had four eyes.

      “My mercy for mankind has ended,” he said. “I’ll get the spell out of you, one way or another.”

      Eshe swung his bloodrune-covered scimitar before the final candle burned out.

      I couldn’t help but scream in the darkness.

      The wicks relit, filling the room with candlelight.

      The man was gone. Ice covered the door.

      “Who the fuck was that?” Eshe said with a quaver.

      I’d never been one to scream or freeze. It must’ve been Sadie leaking up into me. Her unkempt emotions cut me off from my hard-earned fanaa.

      I realized then that Basil and his son didn’t matter. The Gate was now walking the earth.

      

      The Gate Opening Spell was not safe. The world would be better off if I were dead. But before I became Sadie again, I had to teach Cyra how to starwrite. If the Gate walked the earth, then it was possible it could find other ways to open itself. A starwriter might be able to stop it.

      I also suspected we could kill that man with the Tear blades. Perhaps he’d fled when he saw mine. He was an angel, after all. And not just any angel. Four eyes and a diamond-shaped face — that matched Cessiel’s description. The Crucians venerated Cessiel by adorning all their banners with the diamond-and-four-eyes. Though Cessiel was often depicted as female, the Ethosians might’ve gotten it confused. After all, Ahriyya was depicted as male in the Latian faith but had given birth to countless devs over the centuries.

      But what was Cessiel doing beneath Chisti’s shrine? Unless… they were one and the same?

      No, it couldn’t be. The implications were too great. Better to focus on what I could deduce with evidence.

      I suspected something trapped the angel in Zelthuriya. Basil had freed it from its first prison beneath Chisti’s shrine, but perhaps the city was a second prison. Perhaps the angels had added Zelthuriya to their realm to free him. Could it relate to Malak’s purpose, somehow?

      I couldn’t make sense of the devs’ plans, which made it difficult to decide what to do.

      I hid The Melody of Micah in a hole beneath my pallet. Pashang helped me dig it, while Cyra watched. Only the three of us would know its resting place.

      Blood books could not be destroyed. They were law, payment for accepting Marot’s teachings. A punishment for seeking arcane power and failing his trial.

      Micah had rejected the path of Opener. But I wondered if I’d offered it to him too soon. Perhaps Hawwa’s devs knew something I didn’t. Otherwise, why bring back a man unwilling to advance their plans?

      And why bring me back? Did they not know about my dying remorse? Was it really only for the Gate Opening Spell?

      Like Cyra, I was tired. Too tired to untangle the intricate plans of Hawwa’s devs. I no longer had a high degree of fanaa, and so needed sleep.

      I drifted off that night in my cave deep in Chisti’s shrine. Between wakefulness and dreams, a voice from the dark depths called to me.

      Help me.

      Let me die.

      It’s dark.

      I miss my son.

      I should never have come here.

      I should never have taken the throne.

      I should have died where I belonged. Under the shit-heeled boots of others.

      Nothing I ever did was worth it.

      Hell is darkness. Hell is so alone. Hell is being trapped.

      Hell is a death in which you do not die.

      In which you do not forget.

      Even madness would be a relief.

      I tried to ask him where he was and how I could help, but he couldn’t hear me.

      Sometimes, I see green letters.

      They flicker in the corner.

      What do they mean?

      What even is that language?

      He’d described what sounded like the letters that leaked out of the egg. Just as angels drifted out of the cracks, so did letters and sometimes words.

      Each letter would rewrite reality in some tiny, imperceptible way. The laws that governed the universe would change infinitesimally, like triangles adding up to more than one-hundred-eighty degrees. Over thousands or perhaps a thousand thousand years, reality itself would become strange, only because of the letters that leaked out of the elder’s egg.

      I don’t have a body.

      I float in a black sky.

      There are no walls.

      How can I die?

      How can I dream?

      Though Basil suffered, his sense of lack was nothing compared to the tortures of an angel’s soul sea. Many from his army had joined those seas and endured far more horrific fates than total darkness.

      I want to go back to that time.

      Kostany, the day Cosmo Zephyr passed Kento Solari with seconds to go.

      My Greens lost to the Blues.

      They cheated. Their chariots used larger wheels than was allowed.

      We burned the hippodrome down.

      The fire spread to half the districts.

      Such a holy fire.

      Burn me, too.

      Burn me from all time and every memory.

      May I never have existed.

      So I can finally stop being.

      

      —

      

      Book 4 is coming in 2024!

      If you enjoyed what you read, please leave a review on Amazon for Elder Epoch and Gunmetal Gods. The competition is incredibly fierce, and I need all the help I can get. Even just clicking the star rating is hugely helpful. I’d be so grateful for your support.

      I really can’t overstate the importance of every reader leaving a review. I’m counting on you!

      Elder Epoch is my love letter to cosmic horror. To me, cosmic horror is about breaking the bounds of what we are afraid of and grasping faintly at fears unimagined. It’s a struggle to conceive of these fears, let alone express them, but I hope I’ve left you with a delightful sense of disquiet and dread.

      Thank you for reading my madness!

      All the love,

      Zamil

    

  



  Glossary


   


  Ahriyya                 


  A dark god, scorned in the Latian faith


   


  Alanyans                 


  Denizens of the Kingdom of Alanya


   


  Archers of the Eye                 


  An Ethosian order that relays messages in Alanya, originally from Labash


   


  Baladict/Barzakh                 


  Believed to be where souls go immediately after death


   


  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


   


  Dev                 


  An extremely intelligent race of shapeshifting jinns


   


  Disciples of Chisti                 


  A saintly order responsible for protecting Zelthuriya, the Latian holy city


   


  Ejazi                 


  Denizens of Ejaz, an island kingdom south of Sirm


   


  Ethosians                 


  Worshippers of the Archangel


   


  Excubitors                 


  Loyal guardsmen of the Imperator of Crucis


   


  Fanaa                 


  Paramic word meaning “annihilation” of identity and desire


   


  Gholam                 


  Loyal slave soldiers of the Shah of Alanya


   


  Gladius                 


  A short iron sword used by the ancient Crucians


   


  God Sea                 


  A mysterious sea in the Deep Waste said to be the source of strange entities and magical powers


   


  Himyarites                 


  Denizens of the Sultanate of Himyar, south of Alanya


   


  Janissaries                 


  Loyal slave soldiers of the Shah of Sirm


   


  Jinn                 


  An invisible spirit said to be the source of magic


   


  Jotrids                 


  An Endless Waste tribe that is a Seluqal client


   


  Kashanese                 


  Denizens of the Kingdom of Kashan


   


  Khazis                 


  Mystical warriors of the Latian faith


   


  Labashites                 


  Denizens of the Kingdom of Labash, south of Alanya


   


  Latians                 


  Worshippers of the goddess Lat


   


  Lidya                 


  The eastern continent, home to Sirm, Alanya, and Kashan


   


  Lightgiver                 


  A missionary of the Children


   


  Majlis                 


  A parliament of viziers without binding power


   


  Padishah                 


  Ruler of all Latian lands


                  


  Paramic                 


  Liturgical language of the Latian faith and common tongue of the Kingdom of Alanya


   


  Pasgardians                 


  Denizens of Pasgard, a territory of Crucis


   


  Philosophers                 


  An order of scientists that operate from the Tower of Wisdom in Qandbajar


   


  Rubadi                 


  A clan of nomadic horse warriors, related to the zabadar


   


  Ruh                 


  Paramic word for soul or spirit


   


  Ruthenians                 


  Denizens of Ruthenia, a country north of Crucis


   


  Saintcurser                 


  An elite warrior of the Children


   


  Saint-Kings                 


  Saint Chisti’s successors and rulers of Alanya prior to the Seluqal House. Revered by those on the Path of the Saints.


   


  Sargosans                 


  Denizens of Sargosa, a client kingdom of Crucis in the west of Yuna


   


  Scimitar                 


  A curved sword used mainly by the Alanyans


   


  Seluqal                 


  The royal house of Sirm, Alanya, and Kashan


   


  Shamshir                 


  A curved sword used mainly by the Sirmians


   


  Silklanders                 


  Denizens of the Silk Empire


   


  Simurgh                 


  A giant bird from myth


   


  Sirdar                 


  An elite, landowning Kashanese warrior


   


  Sirmians                 


  Denizens of the Kingdom of Sirm


   


  Spatha                 


  A long iron sword used by the ancient Crucians


   


  Sylgiz                 


  An Endless Waste tribe that revere the Children


   


  Syr Darya                 


  The river for which Sirm is named for and site of the famous battle between Heraclius and Murad


   


  Thamesians                 


  Denizens of Thames, a country north of Crucis


   


  Twelve                 


  The pantheon of Twelve Angels revered by the Ethosians


   


  Vogras                 


  A mountainous region northeast of Alanya, from where descends the Vogras River


   


  Yam Sup Sea                 


  An inlet of the Kashanese Sea in Himyar


   


  Yuna                 


  The western continent, home to Crucis


   


  Zabadar                 


  Horse warriors that live in the plains of Sirm


   


  Zamburak                 


  A small cannon mounted on a camel or elephant
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      Fancy an Indo-Persian cyberpunk thrill ride with a progression magic system? Get Lightblade at Books2Read.com/LB
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      I’d love to see you around, so please follow me at the links below. I’d REALLY love to see you on my Patreon, where I post exclusive short stories every month from the Gunmetal Gods universe, and other universes. Support me and help me write more books!

      

      Patreon: https://patreon.com/zamakhtar

      

      Facebook: https://facebook.com/zamakhtar1/

      

      Reddit: https://www.reddit.com/r/zamakhtar/

      

      Twitter: https://twitter.com/zamakhtar

      

      Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/zamilakhtarauthor/

      

      TikTok: https://tiktok.com/@zamakhtar
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