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AUTUMN, 355


Over a decade after the Sunless Months, food remained scarce, especially among the nomadic tribes west of Dumakra.

—A Dark Era



The eagle screeched as she wheeled through the sky high above camp, her tethers waving like the hair on a war banner. Whoever had cut her leash was probably watching and laughing. Bataar weighed a piece of uncooked meat in his hand, disgusted at himself when his stomach growled. Coaxing her down using the chunk of liver felt wasteful, but it couldn’t be helped.

“Going hunting? There’s good game at the foot of the mountain,” an old man called out, gesturing toward the snow-capped red peaks in the distance. With a broad smile, he warned, “Watch out for the gryphons, though.”

Bataar stiffened. The man’s drinking companions broke into riotous laughter.

“Hah, his face! Like you shoved an arrow up his ass.”

Fermented milk sloshed from a cup, splashing Bataar’s boots. He stepped back, grimacing. He was only fourteen, but he’d been hunting since he could ride a horse. His pride was already mangled and dirty—it could take a hit, and so could he. These men were shadows of the hunters and fighters they’d been before wars and vermilrot outbreaks had left them scarred and gaunt. The rot took better men—it had killed Bataar’s father two summers before. Still, he wasn’t going to start a brawl with a gaggle of drunks over some teasing. He already lost more fights than he won.

These wrinkled sots had never seen a gryphon, and neither would Bataar. Each year, the gryphons moved closer, but never near the mountains. Attacks on the steppe were so rare that the stories had begun to sound like fables to fill children’s heads when their bellies were empty.

Soon, winter would freeze the river. The herds would shrink, forcing everyone to ration, just like last year, and the years before. Hunger was the real monster, and Bataar knew how deep its fangs pierced.

He tossed the meat, and Erdene dove down. When she’d scarfed back the chunk of liver, he snatched up her leather jesses where they trailed in the dirt.

“You better still be hungry,” he whispered. He needed her ravenous.

Turning away from the mocking laughter, Bataar slung his bow over his shoulder and set off across camp to gather his friends. Tarken crouched near one of the cookfires, binding fletching to the shafts of arrows with cord.

Bataar nudged him. “You ready?”

Shaggy hair fell in Tarken’s face as he squinted up. “Why do you look like your eagle crapped in your porridge?”

Bataar’s ears burned. “Just get your brother.”

Tarken held his hands up. “Alright, alright.”

As his friend disappeared beyond the threshold of his tent, someone snickered. “Getting a little hunting party together? It’ll be gerbil stew for dinner, then.” Bandages covered the boy’s head, hiding where an eagle had almost gouged out his eye.

His lackeys cackled. They were still milking the scratches from their hunting accident. Lately, these losers had done nothing but hang around camp, picking on the girls, stuffing their faces, and sneering at anyone they thought was below them, which was almost everyone, especially Bataar.

Respect was earned on the red steppe, and Bataar seemed wholly unremarkable, with his black hair, plain face, and no accomplishments to boast of. He wasn’t the cleverest or tallest or most vicious, but these useless idiots were wrong to underestimate him.

The boy’s good eye narrowed. “What are you looking at, whelp?”

“I was just thinking it’s unfair for someone to be both horse-faced and stupid,” Bataar said, then bolted before the other boy’s thick tongue could form a response.

Tarken burst out of his tent, running to keep up. “What’d you do?”

His little brother Chugai clung to his side, too big to carry like that anymore, his eyes screwed shut and small hands clenched into fists around Tarken’s tunic.

“What makes you think I started it?” A rock flew past Bataar’s cheek. A second struck him in the back, and he almost fell. On his arm, Erdene screeched and thrashed her wings, buffeting his face.

“Cut it out, bird meat!” a girl shouted, emerging from her home across the circle of round tents and throwing a stone back at the older boys. A pained groan answered her hit. Shaza was tall and strong for a girl. Smirking and satisfied, she turned on Bataar and Tarken. “If you dog-brained idiots are going to start a fight, at least finish it. I can’t always save you.”

“Like we needed you!” Tarken snapped.

Bataar winced. “We were coming to tell you I found a good hunting spot.”

She looked at them doubtfully. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“You coming or not?” Tarken balanced his brother in one arm, rubbing a spot on the back of his own head where he must have been hit by a rock.

Shaza shrugged, impassive as ever. “Tell you what: let me bring my sister and I’ll come.”

Bataar scowled, picturing her older sister Qaira’s annoying big ears and stupid blushing face. Finally, because he couldn’t think of a good enough excuse, he said, “Fine, bring her.”

*   *   *

Bataar flung up his arm, casting his eagle into the air. Erdene flew swifter than a storm, shooting across the field. The hare leapt above the tall grass, narrowly evading her talons. Bataar whistled for Erdene to circle back. She arced around, diving to sink sickle claws into its neck and dragging its thrashing body hard across the red dirt.

This side of the river, eagles were the most dangerous predators, alongside the falconers who hunted with them. The hare’s kicking legs went limp. Something iridescent spilled out of its slack face, disappearing like smoke on the wind.

Not everyone could see spirits.

Bataar had been born with his umbilical cord constricting his neck, his skin tinged blue. As soon as his soul had come into this world, it had almost left it. If anyone knew he could see souls, they’d make him become a shaman, reading rune stones and interpreting smoke signs for the great rhahs. But the spirits didn’t whisper wisdom to him. Instead, every death he witnessed was a reminder that he’d robbed Preeminence of a life it was owed. The universe hunted him, and Bataar knew never to look a beast in the eyes unless you were ready for a fight.

He had a plan. He’d keep his sight a secret and get stronger. When he was tougher than everyone in their camp, he would challenge a steppe king, be named a rhah, and rule not only their tribe, but all the Utasoo. And after that, he’d become a king of the world. Then he would finally be worthy of what he’d stolen.

He tried not to grin like an idiot as he imagined riding into battle one day with Erdene on his arm. He’d have a long mustache, a sable cape, and hundreds of thousands of men sworn to his cause.

For now, he just shooed Erdene off the hare before she could rip open its belly, tempting her with a piece of organ meat from his bag. He tied the dangling creature to his saddle and climbed back on his horse. Erdene choked down the heart meat and squawked, gliding up to perch on Bataar’s forearm. Her bloodied talons dug like needles into his vambrace.

“What do I have to do before the men let me hunt with them?” Shaza asked. Her black rope of a braid swished as her mare came abreast of them.

“Are we not good enough for you?” Tarken said around a mouthful of orange berries. He and his little brother shared a horse ahead of Bataar, its legs deep in the ruby-tinted grass.

Shaza let her icy silence be an answer.

“That’s insulting,” Tarken grumbled.

Tarken’s little brother bounced in the saddle, holding a child-sized bow. Chugai was only six, but Bataar had been even younger when he first rode with his father, watching the eagles take down wolves in the snow.

Shaza’s rabbity sister Qaira brought up the rear, wearing ribbons in her braided hair. She caught Bataar looking back and glanced away, flushing. He bristled. Everyone admitted Bataar was a passable shot, better than most of the boys, but he wasn’t as good as Qaira. Still, Shaza’s sister was older than him, yet she bawled when sheep were slaughtered. Bataar didn’t even flinch as he watched souls rip free from bodies, shimmering in the air and evaporating into the sky.

A timid rabbit like her couldn’t even see what was really worth being scared of.

As the noon sun began to dip, they dismounted by a stream to let the horses drink. Surveying their kills, Shaza scoffed. “They’ll laugh us out of camp.”

“Food is nothing to laugh at,” Bataar told her. Blood matted the raked-through pelts of the hares. Erdene ruffled her feathers as she preened, surveying her mangled quarries proudly.

Tarken glanced over his shoulder. “Hey, where’s Qaira?”

Shaza fixed him with a look. “She’s picking berries. We passed the bushes ages ago. How’d you two not even realize she left?”

“She’s so quiet, how could we?” Bataar muttered. “Why’d she bother bringing a bow anyway if she’s going to close her eyes whenever there’s something to kill?”

“She just doesn’t have the stomach for it.”

“Well, at least she’s not useless,” Bataar admitted, starting to smile. “Someone’s gotta mend our clothes and cook for us.”

Tarken laughed. Chugai laughed because his big brother was laughing.

Shaza rolled her eyes. “You two are idiots. You’ll ruin the kid.”

The four drifted apart, refilling water skins and cleaning their knives. Bataar sheathed his, watching Tarken and his little brother kick stones along the river’s burbling edge.

Winter was a biting song on the wind. High above, a perfect blue stretched over the horizon. People said the Preeminent Spirit looked like the calm sky, but that wasn’t true. Bataar could see Preeminence’s face leering down at him from above, and They were terrifying.

Ahead, the snow-capped Red Mother stretched into the sky. Except for the wind and his hunting party’s voices, the hills were quiet. A sulfurous smell hung in the air, fouler than any fire. Gooseflesh prickled on Bataar’s neck. Instinctively, he drew his short bow off his shoulder.

“Look at that shiny one, Chugai.” Tarken’s voice became smaller the farther he walked, blabbering about rocks.

Erdene cried in Bataar’s ear, insistent, digging her talons deep. A twig snapped, and the horses whinnied, shuffling nervously. Bataar turned, expecting to spot the black eyes of an antelope.

Instead, his gaze fell on a gryphon.

Golden irises locked with his, and Bataar stood paralyzed. A clear membrane slid over the gryphon’s eyes. It looked like a huge lion, except for its beak and feathered back legs ending in taloned feet. Its tufted tail lashed the air.

Bataar’s chest tightened, his body trembling and heart pounding. The gryphon rose from its crouch. Standing as tall as Bataar’s sternum, it spread its wings. They could all have made a line, arms outstretched, and they wouldn’t have reached as far as the tips of its longest feathers. It was darker than sable, than tar, like a hole torn in the night sky. Its footfalls were soft as it slunk forward, hardly disturbing the grass with its bulk.

Beside him, Shaza gasped. The gryphon was lean and gaunt, its ribs pressing through its rippling pelt, eyes flashing as its head moved sharply, watching them, then the horses. Not wanting to turn away, Bataar inclined his head at Shaza. The two of them moved in tandem, nocking arrows and pulling bowstrings taut. Maybe they could distract the gryphon, giving Tarken time to get his little brother away. The ponies whickered, breaking the quiet.

Up ahead, Chugai asked, “Find something?”

His older brother thumped him on the back of the head. Tarken whispered, “Shut it. They’re hunting, you’ll scare their quarry away—oh, Spirit.” Tarken’s eyes went wide, and he dropped the berries he’d been eating. They spilled across the dirt, garish orange on red.

Erdene screamed and tore into the air, circling above the field as the ponies fled, veering off across the stream.

The gryphon moved quickly. It reared on its hindlegs, flapping its wings, and leapt. Suddenly hulking over Chugai, it craned its neck down, beak inches from his head, breath stirring his brown hair. It put one paw on Chugai’s head, the other on his shoulder. Bataar and Shaza loosed their arrows—they glanced off the gryphon’s shoulder. Tarken’s bow was on his horse, so he threw his bag. It missed, splashing into the water.

Chugai only had time to squeak, like a mouse. Snap snap snap, a sound like so many sticks breaking, a little boy crumbling. The gryphon’s beak opened and shut around the broken body. It threw its head back, swallowing him whole.

Bataar watched bonelessly as Chugai’s soul swirled out through the gryphon’s nostrils.

He told himself don’t look. But he had to watch, to bear witness to that moment when the gaping mouth of Preeminence at the precipice of the sky drank in Chugai’s soul.

“No!” Shaza shouted, firing more arrows. “Tarken, move!”

The gryphon didn’t flinch as barbed heads sank into its flesh. It circled, eyes gleaming, and batted Shaza away with a crunch. She fell on her back, the front of her tunic torn. Scarlet bloomed across the fabric. Her ragged gasps told Bataar she was still alive, for now.

Tarken collapsed to his knees as the gryphon neared. Bataar tried nocking another arrow, but his fingers were clumsy. His ribs constricted, tight around the hollowness in his chest. Bile burned in his throat, and his eyes stung as his quiver spilled into the bank.

The gryphon’s paw thumped against Tarken’s face. He wobbled, whimpering, a thick red line welling across his nose.

The gryphon tilted its head curiously.

Bataar thought of the oath he’d whispered to Tarken, when they camped together last year; no longer just friends, but bloodsworn brothers. Memories of skating on the Lugei river in the winter came to him. He remembered laughing so hard his sides ached when Tarken fell and slid into a snowdrift.

Numbing powerlessness overcame Bataar, loosening his grip, making it hard to stand on shuddering legs.

“Tarken!” he yelled. Run, fight, do anything.

Everything was happening too quickly, a smear of motion and choking terror. He didn’t want to cry, but the world was already blurring.

An arrow shot into the dirt beside the gryphon’s talons. Bataar couldn’t tell where it had come from. The gryphon spun away, leaving Tarken gasping, the front of his breeches darkening. The wind carried Qaira’s smell, honeyish, like edelweiss flowers.

Bataar reached uselessly for his spilled quiver.

The ribbons in her horse’s mane flashed a rainbow of color as she gripped its bridle. “Shhh, shhhh,” Qaira whispered. She dropped the reins and raised her bow.

Bataar had once watched her split one arrow with a second, bursting them through the back of a target the older boys had put up, but he’d never seen her kill anything. Her hands didn’t tremble as she loosed an arrow toward the gryphon’s face. It deflected off its beak. The gryphon screeched, loud as a peal of thunder.

They were all going to die like Chugai.

Bataar didn’t want to meet Preeminence’s gaze, to watch its horns and teeth and black eyes as his soul joined it in the sky, but he’d face death, if it meant the rest of them lived. The blade of his knife was short and straight, tapering to a hatchet-point. He unsheathed it and stumbled forward, uncoordinated with panic. With both trembling hands, Bataar sank the blade into the gryphon’s flank, sliding it between dense quills.

“Take your sister and Tarken! Get out of here!” he screamed to Qaira as the gryphon’s beak thrusted toward him.

Bataar pulled the knife out and fell onto his back. He scrambled through the dirt, kicking the gryphon’s chest. His pulse pounded as claws raked across his face and burned down, over the top of his chest, into his shoulder. More of Qaira’s arrows sank into its body. Shadows oozed from the wounds. Bataar put his dirty fingers in his mouth and whistled. Erdene swooped down, her talons slicing through black feathers. Smoke seeped out and dissipated in the air. Bataar blinked in confusion, vision fading on his right side as something warm and wet flooded his eye.

There was something hypnotic about its eyes; they made Bataar want to freeze up and pee himself, like a mouse cornered by one of the camp cats. But he wasn’t prey. Stabbing again, his blade pried some of the huge feathers loose. His vision was obscured by blood, tendrils of smoke, and plumage floating in his face.

He blinked, and as it cleared, the gryphon’s bare purple skin came into view. The claws on one paw slashed at him. Bataar ducked away, squeezing himself down toward its midsection. He jammed his blade into the gryphon’s stomach. Hot droplets hit his face. It bled. It could be killed.

Qaira yelled his name. Her gentle voice had never sounded so hoarse.

The gryphon curled its underbelly back. A fervor overcame Bataar. His hands moved on their own, faster than his mind could think. The knife sank in and out of the muscles on its throat as its beak snapped toward his face. Blood ran over his hands, coating his arms down to the elbows. His fingers turned raw, palms splitting and chafing against the knife’s hilt. He recognized Erdene’s brown feathers on the arrows Qaira fired now, from his spilled quiver. With a scream, Bataar plunged his blade into one of the gryphon’s yellow eyes.

Its soul seeped out of its body, pulling close and snarling in Bataar’s face. The gryphon’s spirit was shimmering nothingness, but it caressed his skin like fevered breath before it was swallowed up. Its hunger smelled sour, the same desperation and fear that roiled through Bataar. He kept stabbing even after the gryphon’s weight collapsed on top of him. He didn’t stop until Qaira pried the knife from his fingers and groaned, struggling to roll the gryphon’s body off his. She didn’t vomit at all the blood. She didn’t cry or shake. He stood dizzily, throwing her hands off when she reached for the scratch across his face. He wiped the blood out of his eye, his vision turning red again in seconds.

“I’m fine.” His voice scratched, clawing its way out of his throat.

Near Tarken’s stunned body was one of Chugai’s shoes. Bataar limped forward. Inside was a little foot. Bataar had only had a few bites of dried meat to eat in the last several hours, but it bubbled in his stomach as his eyes fell on the white bone protruding from bloody flesh.

“Let me help,” Qaira said softly.

They worked together. Qaira wrapped wounds using clean strips torn from their clothes. Shaza moaned, eyes unfocused as Bataar hefted her onto his shoulder and laid her across her sister’s horse.

“We need to get her to Boroo quickly,” Bataar said. She’d already lost a lot of blood. The shaman wouldn’t be able to do anything if Shaza died before they could get her to camp.

Qaira whispered gentle things to Tarken as she helped him stand. “He was embraced by the Preeminent Spirit. I felt it,” she said, voice full of kindness.

Her words were well-meant, but Bataar had seen it, the moment Chugai’s soul disappeared. The universe had swallowed him with blank eyes. Bataar tried to keep from quivering. He couldn’t tell Tarken, not now, or ever.

Tarken’s voice cracked. “My brother. His body, I can’t leave it.”

“I’ll come back for him,” Bataar swore.

He gave Tarken the wrapped shoe to hold. Tarken slotted his other fingers through Shaza’s limp ones and walked. Qaira rode, steadying her sister against her. Bataar tried to staunch his own bleeding, so the red seeping through his tunic wouldn’t drip and create a trail. Every step made his head spin, but he waved away Qaira’s offer to ride with a stiff upper lip. They moved slowly, in silence punctuated by groans and stifled sobs.

Twilight was smoldering, coloring the sky in melting pinks when relief twinged in Bataar’s chest. Shaza’s shoulders still rose and fell in shallow breaths, and their camp grew in the distance.

Ignoring the gasps and concerned expressions as they entered the circle of tents, he took Shaza off the horse and laid her down near the cookfires. Qaira ran to get the shaman. Bataar stood in a daze as Boroo worked. He let his mother fuss over him, dabbing his face with a damp cloth. Across camp, a woman cried, clinging to Tarken—his mother. Chugai’s shoe dangled in her hand and fell. She looked down, her ragged sobs turning to a keening wail.

“Thank Preeminence,” Bataar’s mother whispered, gripping him with desperate fingers, squeezing his uninjured shoulder like she was reassuring herself he was really there.

*   *   *

When night fell, Bataar led the men to the gryphon’s carcass. His wounds burned as they skinned the pelt by the light of a torch, revealing purple flesh underneath. Chugai is inside there, he thought, as the men dressed the kill.

Back at the camp, they burned Tarken’s little brother on a funeral pyre. His body reeked like something rotten as tongues of flame lapped up at blackness.

“You did well,” Shaza’s father said, clasping Bataar’s shoulder, careful around the bandages. The hardened poultice itched.

Shame settled, iron in Bataar’s gut. He hadn’t brought them all home. The horses were gone with the hares, and the gryphon that had murdered Chugai was no feast, its ribs bulging through its skin. So little meat clung to its hollow bones, as if most of the fat and muscle had burnt up in the tendrils of smoke that had curled off its wounds. Every bite was dry and charred, a mouthful of ash.

Boroo, a shaman old enough to be a grandmother’s grandmother, stood near the fire, chanting into the blaze. Families shuffled close to Tarken’s mother, offering flat condolences. Her gaze looked beyond the feathery pelt hanging on a rack near the fire, searching for something far away, past their world and gone forever. Tarken stood frozen at her side, as still as he’d been when the gryphon attacked. Bataar turned away from them, looking out at the emptiness, the stoic mountains and distant stars.

The face in the sky never slept. Some creature was always dying, sustaining the Preeminent Spirit on a banquet of souls. He pretended not to see, and tried to convince himself it wasn’t beautiful.

Soft steps rustled dry grass. Qaira stopped beside him, close enough their fingers could brush if he flexed his. Her sudden gasp made him instantly alert.

“What is it?” Bataar’s hand shot to his knife in its sheath.

He scanned the darkness, following her line of sight in the sky. Shapes came into focus just as the screeches reached camp. Bataar took a breath and held it as the shaman’s chanting quieted. Tarken’s mother shook. Some other women whispered prayers.

Qaira stood firm, but if the wind blew, she might have fallen like a leaf. Bataar clenched his jaw, waiting. A few heartbeats later, the swarm of gryphons passed over and disappeared. When their shrieking faded, Bataar finally let himself take another shaky breath.

“Strange,” Boroo muttered, as expressions on the faces around the pyre relaxed.

Bataar flexed his fingers, brushing Qaira’s. Every living thing had a soul, had a place in the divine web of things, but no other animal Bataar had seen moved like shadows come to life. His hand twitched.

He turned away, leaving Qaira stranded at the edge of the darkness. He wouldn’t turn around to check if that face suspended in the canopy of night watched her with a familiar hunger.

All around, people were looking at Bataar, really looking. He’d fought a gryphon and survived. More than that, he’d killed it. He studied his palms, wondering what people saw when they looked at him now. Steadying his breathing, he tried to still his fingers. How many times would he have to scrub his skin before all the traces of the day disappeared?

*   *   *

That night Bataar woke up covered in sweat, staring around the unlit tent in a haze. The iron stove looked like a crouched body with a long neck, and the furs on the walls seemed alive. The fire had died. Nausea rolled over him, but his stomach growled at the smell of burned fat. Pain had ripped him out of dreamless sleep, as sharp as the claws that had maimed his face.

He was on fire. He was dying. Bataar couldn’t call out as the fever burned through his body.

In the moonlight coming through the crack in the door, he found his mother’s shape. He took a few ragged breaths. The poultice itched, especially his chin, and the front of his tunic was plastered to the wound on his chest, but he couldn’t scratch it. He just stared up at the roof, waiting to face Preeminence.

The shadows never took shape. Morning came. The next day, his fever broke.

*   *   *

His scabs scarred, enduring in twisted knots across his face, neck, and chest. As the years passed, people began to say Bataar’s dark hair looked inky, like gryphon feathers. They said that he had a severe, serious face, that his scar meant he was gryphon-marked.

Gone was the boy desperate to prove himself. Now, when his enemies saw him, they were afraid.








[image: Chapter 2]

SPRING, 357


Sixteen-year-old Ramzi led the forces that conquered Keld in 336. The Dumakrans occupied the holy city for five bloody years.

—The Southerner’s Child King



A gust of wind blew through the entrance to the sanctium. Nohra stopped scrubbing at the handwashing fountain and looked up, catching a glimpse of blurred feathers and massive wings as her aunts landed their pegasuses on the steps outside. Bellowing whinnies turned into keening falcon shrieks, cracking through the cool morning air. The pegasuses’ yellow eyes rolled, and their sharp teeth bit down hard on the metal in their mouths, steel-shod hooves lashing stone. Nohra’s aunts tied them off and tightened their blinder hoods. Finally, the feathers on the pegasuses’ fetlocks and necks settled.

Her aunts brushed past, not bothering with the crowd gathered outside or a glance her way. Their family’s insignia glittered on their feather-steel breastplates. The royal crest, a rearing pegasus, signaled them as her father’s Harpy Knights, but everyone in the capital would recognize their faces even if they were wearing rags.

“Lend me a wing, little bird,” her mother said. Turning from her aunts’ retreating backs, Nohra walked deeper into the sanctium and took her mother’s arm.

Nohra should have outgrown pet names by now. She was tall enough to meet her mother’s eyes without straining her neck up and hopping like one of the sparrows in the palace courtyards. But hardly a moment passed when Nohra wasn’t flying, so little bird she was.

Seeing the other pegasuses made her miss Mercy. Her colt was as black as a raven’s wings, as wild as wind. The trainers up in the mountain were breaking him now, making him obedient and rideable like the ones in the stables she’d learned on.

A hip and elbow jammed against Nohra’s back.

“Have you had a good look at his latest acquisition?” Merv asked the concubines. She glanced disinterestedly down at Nohra, pretending to be surprised to find her at the end of her sharp elbow.

Merv Attar, the zultam’s first wife, was Dumakran-born and older than Nohra’s father. She was gossiping about the new girl, young enough to be the zultam’s daughter, with red hair and freckled skin.

“She’s Aglean,” another concubine whispered to Merv, looking pointedly at Nohra’s mother. Merv Attar arched a perfect eyebrow, her lips twisting. If they hadn’t been in the prayer hall already, Nohra would have threatened to wipe the sneer off the queen’s face.

Merv had good reason to be a jealous bitch. It was no coincidence that the blue tile covering the walls matched Nohra’s mother’s eyes. This was Thora’s Sanctium, erected in her name. It reflected her beauty back in gilt-edged arches and pillars. Thora had come from South Aglea to Dumakra when she was scarcely older than Nohra, claimed in a skirmish as a gift for the zultam, or sold by her parents. She never spoke of it. Her Dumakran was still accented fifteen years later, and her beauty hadn’t waned. Her skin was milky and easily burned by the hot sun, and her hair fell in pretty waves like spun gold. Nohra knew she was only a tarnished approximation of her mother.

“Chin up,” Thora said, tapping the space between Nohra’s shoulder blades. She didn’t seem to hear Merv’s mocking laughter, or maybe she just didn’t care.

Merv and Thora, the two imperial queens, always traveled with concubines, princesses, servants, and eunuch guards. But their retinue only followed as far as the prayer hall in the inner sanctium before taking their places in the outer ring. After fussing with Nohra’s tiara, her mother drifted away to the middle of the room.

A chill slithered through the sanctium, and the floor in the innermost circle was cold on Nohra’s bare feet as she hurried to her spot with her half-sisters. Hanging incense burners sparkled at the cleric’s dais. Nohra breathed in the smell of burning olive leaves, familiar and warm. As she knelt, the natal-day rings encircling her fingers tapped the smooth tile. At fourteen, she’d long since run out of fingers for new rings; now four fingers had two bands each.

Safiya appeared like she always did, a sun suddenly blinking to life in the room. “I’ll race you to the training yard after the ceremony,” she whispered conspiratorially, knocking Nohra’s shoulder with her own. “It’ll be a good warmup. Captain Mady says he’ll teach us grappling. They say he fought some of the best Utasoo wrestlers at the Blood Rhah’s wedding and won.”

Nohra snorted. “Who says?”

Saf beamed. She always thought everything was funny. Her tiara glittered under the light of the swaying lamps, resting on her dense black curls. Nohra’s own was itchy in her brown hair.

Like Nohra, Safiya had been born a concubine’s daughter, but her mother hadn’t become a queen. Saf was the firstborn princess, their father’s oldest child and his favorite, probably. She liked playing with swords and gaping at pretty concubines, and everyone loved her. For more than a year now she’d been studying history, alchemy, medicine, mathematics, and fine arts at the Conservium, and was infuriatingly good at everything.

Nohra had always been jealous of Safiya, but she was impossible to hate, except maybe when they fought. It was annoying that Saf hardly broke a sweat on the training ground. In the last few years, Nohra had grown taller and heavier than her half-sister, which made her slower, even if she had the longer reach.

“Don’t tell me you’d rather have dinner with Grandmother?” Safiya raised an eyebrow. “Like a polite little lady?”

She wouldn’t. “I’ll come fight.” The bruises would heal, the scabs would scar, and adrenaline always tasted sweet. Of course, her maid Darya would gasp in the baths, where the clouds of steam couldn’t hide the purpling battle marks, but Nohra didn’t need her approval.

Safiya smiled. “Then we’ll have dinner with the men in the guard house.”

“I know you don’t care,” Nohra grumbled, “but I won’t eat what they’re having.” The soldiers garrisoned at the palace were foreign-born and impious.

“Oh yes, ‘I profane my mouth on feathered flesh’. Don’t worry. We’ll send someone to fetch you something else from the main kitchens.”

From the smell of cooked chicken alone, Nohra would picture pegasuses, gryphons, and the Goddess’s winged daughters, nausea stirring her gut.

At least her manners wouldn’t be criticized between each bite. Nohra would as likely meet her end in Grandmother Himma’s stuffy quarters, to the tune of music and etiquette lessons, as she would on the training ground.

“You know we could sneak out early, before Father notices,” Safiya said, nodding toward the doorway. Around them, their half-sisters, girls with pudgy cheeks and tiaras askew, knelt with their faces screwed up in concentration.

Nohra shook her head. “You might try to learn something from the Godsbreath.”

Safiya looked like she wanted to pinch Nohra’s face. “It’s adorable you believe in all this.”

“Saf!”

“Really, you’re such a good girl.” Safiya laid a hand on her heart. “May the Goddess have mercy on my unworthy soul.”

“She won’t.”

Nohra relished the calm of the inner sanctium. She found strength in her faith, more than she found in her father’s armory or in getting her ribs sprained by her sisters in the training yard. If she prayed hard enough, she would wear divine armor no weapon could puncture, and peace would be her guiding light.

Unlike Safiya, she didn’t fight because she enjoyed it. Nohra fought for Father, for her country, and for Her—Paga, the incarnation of peace.

Their father knelt on the stairs to the cleric’s dais, surrounded by his sisters in their gilded armor, his four Harpy Knights. He was separated from full view of the crowd by an ornamental grille, but all of Kalafar clamored for a rare glimpse of him. Through geometric cutouts in the metal screen, all that was visible were fragments of his white turban and the dark brown hair at the base of his neck, his shoulders that to Nohra had once seemed wide enough to block out the entire sky.

He didn’t turn, but he must have felt her watching. He beckoned. “Safiya, Nohra, to me.”

Curious eyes bore holes in Nohra’s back. It was special to be signaled out by the man everyone knew was Goddess-blessed. Even if he was their father.

For a second it was like they were little girls again, going with him to watch falconers fly the royal birds and have supper in his private quarters, back when they were his daughters instead of his guards in training.

“Princesses,” Clemiria greeted, her voice clipped.

Their aunt surveyed them with narrowed eyes. Only last week, Nohra’s father had crowned Clemiria queen of the Sister City across the desert. Soon she would leave to take up her throne, and her lion-headed sword Queen of Beasts would need a new wielder. Safiya was the obvious choice. She was nearly seventeen and as skilled with a blade as any of the Rutiaba Palace guardsmen.

It was Bleeding Edge, the sickle-staff, that Nohra wanted. Her eyes fixated on its red crescent blade, strapped to Aunt Farrah’s back. Nohra would have to train hard to beat out her sisters and have a chance to stand next to Saf at Father’s side. Any daughter who could ride and fight could become his soldier, but only four could become his Harpy Knights.

Safiya’s smile was saccharine as she inclined her head with false politeness. Nohra tried not to scowl or trip over anyone’s hands.

Now flanking their father, they crouched again. Nohra’s knees were beginning to ache, and the cold tile raised goosebumps on her arms. The zultam didn’t say anything, didn’t smile or acknowledge them. But joy blossomed, thick in her throat, as if the moon had chosen to shine only on her.

Ahead, the hems of the priestesses’ robes puddled on the floor of the platform. Paga’s priestesses wore veils trimmed with coins. The other women wore hoods and half-masks: these were Nuna, the chaos incarnation’s silent daughters. They wouldn’t sing Her praises until the Long Reconciliation began, and the Goddess was of one mind and body again. Immaculate and whole.

A hush fell over the murmuring crowd as the cleric cleared his throat. He wore unadorned gray robes, nothing like the women’s costumes. His face was unlined, beard steely and cropped short. The arms of the young boy holding the Godsbreath wobbled under the weight of the illuminated tome.

“Before man, the Goddess carved bodies from the bones of the first demonking,” the cleric said, picking up from his marked page.

A god’s soul was too large for just one body, so when the Goddess took a mortal shape, She tore Herself in two: peace and chaos, life and death, Paga and Nuna. Nohra remembered looking up at the frescoes of the incarnations’ blank faces as a child. Even before she knew their names and the stories of the godswar, she’d already thought they were perfect, the queens of her dreams and nightmares.

“During the first godswar, the Goddess’s Harpy daughters fell, and the last demonking was chained in servitude, harnessed as an agent of havoc.”

Like in lessons, it was difficult to focus. Especially because Nohra already knew these stories, had memorized the words. She tried not to be distracted by the whispers from the back of the sanctium, the fly buzzing around the red water from the Heartspring, or the light refracting off the ornaments on her father’s turban. One of her aunts cleared her throat.

“A final time of turmoil will usher in a long and peaceful era, the Long Reconciliation.” The cleric’s words rolled over each other in a soothing cadence, like a tired song.

Nohra could go to the private sanctium at the palace after she trained with Saf. It didn’t have a magnificent skylight, but its domed roof was decorated with images of bat-winged Nuna in her cloak of shadows and stars, and Paga, resplendent with Her white hair, red skin, and scythe. And there were fewer distractions there.

One of the priestesses held cupped hands overflowing with red water close to Nohra’s face. The half-veil covering her nose and mouth meant she was one of Nuna’s. Sweat sheened the priestess’s forehead, though Nohra was still shivering. The woman watched the room, gaze flickering between the doors to the inner sanctium, the zultam, and his Harpy Knights. Her eyes were light, a honey brown Nohra hadn’t seen in the capital. Some people in the north had features like that, where Dumakra brushed South Aglea.

Nohra’s heart hammered as she took an irony gulp of the water from the priestess’s hands. When her lip awkwardly brushed the woman’s fingertips, the soft touch fanned flames under her skin. A swarm of bugs fluttered against the walls of her stomach. Every nerve in her body thrummed, just like when Fahaad—a servant she was only friends with—had stolen a kiss from her behind the stables. The priestess met her eyes, holding her gaze; for a moment, Nohra could have died of embarrassment.

Then the priestess’s pupils burst in sudden panic. She rushed forward, the tip of a blade poking out from her sleeve. Nohra’s aunts hadn’t even looked up, and the cleric hadn’t paused his reading, but Nohra stood, pushing in front of her father.

“What are you doing?” he said as Nohra crashed into the priestess.

“Down with Dumakra’s heretic emperor!” The woman’s hissing voice was muffled by fabric.

Shouts exploded around the room. Concubines and viziers’ wives screeched, servants screamed and children wailed. Nohra grabbed the assassin’s wrists, pinning one arm behind her back. The other one wriggled free. A hot ache bloomed in Nohra’s stomach as the knife slashed across her dress, splitting through silk. A strangled sound, half-gasp, half-groan, escaped her lips. She gritted her teeth, trying to keep the pain contained, her blood pattering as it dripped onto the marble.

The rings on Nohra’s knuckles caught the priestess in the jaw. The woman reeled, her eyes unfocused as Nohra wrestled her down onto the floor. The cleric, mouth agape, stepped away from them as they rolled on the ground. The knife fell from loosened fingers, hitting every step on the dais and skittering into the crowd.

The Harpy Knights formed ranks around the zultam. One of Nohra’s other aunts raised her crossbow, Covenant, aiming at the assassin. “Move, girl,” Clemiria ordered.

Safiya lunged forward, hands outstretched to pull Nohra back to safety. The screams coming from around the room were dizzying. Nohra went lightheaded as she touched her stomach, hoping to stanch the bleeding. With a grunt, the attacker kneed Nohra in the abdomen and broke free. Something glistened under the wrist in the assassin’s other sleeve—not a knife, some kind of apparatus, with a dart jutting out. Nohra winced, stumbling to her feet. Her palm came away from her stomach painted crimson.

Paga was here, in this sanctium, in the sun spilling through the skylight, in the olive leaf incense, in Nohra. Peace was fragile and fissuring and sprinkled with Nohra’s blood.

Aunt Clemiria wrestled Covenant from her sister and fired a bolt from the crossbow just as the assassin raised her arm, aiming her wrist at the zultam. Nohra wrenched the woman back. The dart arced off course. It shot too high, flying toward the sky window instead of Nohra’s father.

The woman’s head cracked against the marble step, light draining in an instant from her honey eyes. The crossbow bolt hit Nohra in her shoulder. Her body jolted. The noise of the crowd faded to a distant drumbeat, an ache pulsing where her arm joined her torso. Nohra didn’t see Paga’s featureless face in the throng; her eyes landed on her friends, Fahaad and Darya, at the room’s fringes with the other servants, their expressions contorted with concern. Her mother was pushing through the crowd, but Nohra was already in Safiya’s arms, letting her sister help her limp toward the outer sanctium.

The decorative divider that separated the zultam from the world wobbled and fell with a cymbal clang, and suddenly sound flared back, ear-bleedingly loud.

“This is bad,” Nohra whimpered. “I fought in the sanctium. People go to hells for that.” The house of the Goddess had been soiled by blood and death, but still beams of golden sunlight shone down.

The hard line of Saf’s mouth softened. “You’re not going to hells.”

Nohra took a trembling breath, stumbling. “Am I going to die?” She wanted the truth, but she knew her sister wasn’t above telling a lie in the sanctium.

Safiya attempted to smile, lips twitching. “Of course not. You’ll be in fighting shape in no time.”

Nohra tried to respond, but her words came out gurgled. She could tell Saf’s smile was hollow because her dark eyes were shiny with unshed tears. Nohra groaned. Everything hurt.

“Nuna,” Safiya swore. “It’s—you’re fine. It isn’t—you’re going to be okay. Paga’s holy ass, you’re so stupid, Nohra.”

Saf had learned medicine at the Conservium. She’d even shadowed the royal physicians. If she was crying, Nohra was doomed.

She prepared for her vision to flood black. Instead, she found herself sinking into white bed linens and the smell of lemony soap.

*   *   *

The cleric’s bed was surprisingly soft. He smiled patiently as Nohra apologized over and over for bloodying the bedclothes. The court physicians had dulled the pain in her shoulder and stomach with numbing salves and plied her with a red tincture that made her feel deliriously at ease.

“You should’ve stabilized the shaft of the bolt and cleared out the inner sanctium instead of moving her,” the physician scolded Safiya, who had insisted on watching as the broad-head was removed from Nohra’s shoulder. When Nohra woke toward the end of the surgery, through the fog of the opium, she remembered seeing her sister gawking like she was watching a toad being dissected.

“Yes, maven,” said Safiya, sinking a little at the doctor’s chiding.

“We’ll prepare a room in the palace infirmary, Your Majesty,” the doctor told Nohra’s mother.

Thora’s voice was still shaky. “Thank you, Adeem.”

Adeem Aden was a young man, but his beard had started graying when Safiya and Nohra began training to be Harpy Knights. He continued, “If it isn’t a stab wound, it’s a broken wrist from a fall, glass in her knee, a dog bite. Better than a broken neck”—he paused, scrunching his nose—“I suppose.”

“Everyone’s worried. I should tell them you’re alright,” Safiya said, ducking out of the cleric’s room, clearly glad to be out of there. All the fun had ended when they’d finished sewing Nohra up.

Nohra looked to the physician. “I can go riding, can’t I?”

He frowned. “No.”

“Flying?”

He looked unimpressed. “No, and if one of your sisters tries to sneak you out, she’ll find herself in a bed beside you.”

Nohra slumped. On bedrest, she couldn’t practice with Saf in the training yard, fly pegasuses at the stables, or even hobble to the palace sanctium to pray. She’d have to work twice as hard to become a Harpy Knight now, before one of her sisters stole Bleeding Edge. Nohra didn’t care about Clemiria’s lion-headed sword, but she’d dreamed of the sickle-staff for as long as she could remember. Its feather-steel flashed red like the Goddess’s scythe, jeweled with rubies dark as welling blood.

She pouted. “Then what’s the point of living?”

The doctor blinked unsympathetically. “Learning. Your tutors can visit, so your education will continue. Let this be a long-needed lesson in recklessness.”

“But—” If she hadn’t intervened, someone could have died. If not her aunt or her father, the zultam, then someone else among the innocents and courtiers gathered to pray. Everyone should be celebrating her! This was basically her first act as a Harpy Knight. There’d been a whole week of feasts when her stupid half-brother got circumcised.

“The assassin’s dart was tipped with a neuromuscular blocking agent,” the physician said. “If it had struck its target, paralysis would have afflicted the lungs, resulting in respiratory failure.” It was as close as he was likely to get to outright praising her. “You should have alerted your father’s guards when you noticed, not charged at an assassin bare-handed.”

When Adeem Aden had finished admonishing her and departed, Nohra surveyed her ugly stitches. Her aunt’s crossbow bolt had cut through to the other side, but a part of the broadhead had lodged itself in the meat of her shoulder. The jagged wound on her stomach was hidden under a plaster dressing and layers of bandages. Gingery turmeric wafted up from the muslin wraps. ‘What a lucky girl,’ the doctors had said as they poked at her. She was probably the unluckiest girl in Kalafar.

Tearing her gaze away from the wounds, Nohra sighed. Sighing hurt even worse than talking. Her mother perched at the foot of the bed, eyes red-rimmed, tear tracks staining her cheeks. In the light of late afternoon, even her mother’s alabaster skin was bronze-touched. Nohra’s blood was matted in her hair and smeared across patterned brocade, spoiling the fine fabric of the robed dress and white skirts.

“I thought I’d lost you,” Thora said. A sob caught in her throat.

The cleric had given Nohra his necklace as something to hold before the anesthetic tincture had gone into effect. She’d clutched it so tightly it had left an impression of flowy script on her palm. Now she ran her fingers over the words engraved on the flower-shaped pendant. Peace sows complacency, Chaos begets order. In her poppy-addled head, Nohra couldn’t seem to understand what the words really meant. Something about how there was good and bad in everything?

By a small window, the cleric tilted his head, his gaze aimed at Thora’s flat belly. “A son?”

She balked. “How could you know?”

“Paga put the question in my head.” When he smiled, his straight teeth and easy grin made Nohra flush. Even with strands of silver threading through his hair, the cleric was handsome.

But what had he said? A son? A brother? Nohra’s surprise was a blade of ice cutting through the fog. She studied her mother’s profile, that small smile, like Thora had already known she was having a baby.

Most of the women in the harem were only permitted to bear the king one child, like Safiya’s mother, who had retired to an estate outside Kalafar. And Dumakran court wasn’t kind to boys. Nohra had grown hardened to her half-brothers crying, stuffed away in private wings of the Rutiaba Palace until they were weaned and sent off, exiled to live as wards in distant parts of the country, or even farther. But Nohra’s mother was Father’s favorite. If she had a son, he would be raised as the next zultam. He’d become the crown prince, Nohra was sure of it.

Thora took Nohra’s hand and squeezed her fingers.

“I’ll ask Paga for an easy pregnancy,” the cleric said, “and a quick labor.”

*   *   *

For the next seven months, Nohra held onto those words the way she’d clung to the cleric’s necklace. But it turned out even the incarnation of peace and mercy could be cruel.

Nohra was almost fifteen when her little brother was born. That same day, her mother died. The medicine mavens frowned sympathetically when they gave Nohra a box to take to the palace in the mountains, to put in the tomb with all the other dead queens’ hearts.
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WINTER, 367


Gods of granite do not crumble when men die and empires fall.

—The Supreme School of Thought in Xincho



The siege would end before the night did. Bataar stood behind the palisades, watching the battering rams and projectiles meet the wall with earth-shaking sound. Smoke hung over the last stronghold of Choyanren. The city wall surrounding Tashir had once glistened. Now, the stone was streaked with gore, dented from projectiles thrown by Bataar’s catapults. White flakes of ash rained down, collecting on the backs of their horses. Hot sand and boiling water hissed as enemy guards on the walk defended against Bataar’s siege towers. The night exploded in light as a cannon fired on one of the siege machines. A torch fell, and fire spread. Burning wood popped and cracked, splitting apart like logs in a stove.

Bataar nearly fell from the saddle when one of the battering rams finally breached the city wall, sending up a cloud of dust and debris. At the horses’ hooves, Tarken’s dogs salivated and snarled. The cavalrymen swirled in formation, waiting for the opportunity to storm in as Shaza and her archers picked off guards on the wall.

“Watch the longbowmen in the crenels!” she shouted. “If you lot die, I’ll pack your ashes into gunpowder.”

High above, sabers clashed. The sound of metal rang through the night like talons raking steel. A flash of gunpowder illuminated the dirt-smeared faces of soldiers as a cannon ball pounded out of an iron bore, wedging into the wall. Two more shot out, the sound like a heartbeat.

“Whoa, whoa,” Bataar soothed, wrestling with the reins on his gelding. High above, Erdene screeched as she wheeled through the smoke. Her feathers had darkened over the past twelve years, her body a golden-brown gash in the starless sky. Bataar whistled for her just as a firework exploded in the air above Tashir.

“What’s that signal mean?” Shaza yelled. Her fingers dripped with red as they pulled away from a slice across her cheek.

Tarken grimaced as his dogs howled at the explosion. “Bataar?”

In the sky above the city, a spray of gold shimmered in the air, like a flower blooming among white stars. The second explosion was red. At the third pop, an ocean spray of blue erupted across the smoke-clouded sky, and the Choyanreni on the walls laid down their arms.

Hollowness settled in Bataar’s gut as snow began falling.

Someone shouted, “The emperor is dead!”

*   *   *

Come dawn, the cinders and snow were nearly indistinguishable. Bataar’s nose wrinkled at the reek of sickness mingling with smoke. The smell of gunpowder had haunted his nightmares since the start of the campaign last winter, and the odor of rot was as unwelcome as it was familiar.

“They’re waiting for you in your war tent,” a messenger said, “Your Eminence.”

Bataar tore his eyes away from the wisps of souls rising into the sky to reunite with the Preeminent Spirit. His fingers twitched, an eyelid fluttering. Qaira would smooth his brow, concern twisting her smile into a frown. He didn’t like to see her worry, but the reminders of the cost of this war piled higher every day. More souls swirled into darkening skies, and a taller pile of charred corpses built up around the edge of the wall, bodies thrown out by the city guards.

Tashir’s people had paid a heavy price for their emperor’s defiance. The smell of burning corpses hung over the encampment. Each new body tossed out of the city gates disturbed the growing pile of ash, crunching charred skin and sending up dust clouds. The first weeks of the siege, Bataar had helped drag twisted, broken bodies to the funerary pyres, most of them belonging to the elderly and poor who’d starved after Bataar’s ships sealed the port. The last few weeks, the dead thrown outside the wall had all shown obvious signs of vermilrot, eyelids crusted with gelatinous blood, mouths filled with red. Bataar knew the symptoms well. Years ago, the disease had torn through their camp and claimed his father.

All three of the Federated Kingdoms’ major cities had fallen. First he’d beaten the dragonlords, wealthy distributors of Dumakran opium who ruled Tanomaki. Xincho, a fortified haven of scholars, had surrendered next. Now Bataar would have Tashir, this port city perched above gem-filled cliffs.

The Federated Kingdoms had rejected Bataar’s initial offer of peaceful surrender, just as they’d spat on his initial proposal for a union between their nations, refusing to swear fealty to a steppe king. The Choyanreni royal line has been selected by the granite gods for a thousand years, and the oracles will determine succession for the next thousand years, the letter had said.

So the kingdoms had burned.

He’d wanted to take the Federated Kingdoms first for Choyanren’s gunpowder. He also needed Tashir’s fleet of lugsail ships, with their towering battened sails the color of cloud jade. The vessels could outmaneuver even nimble Aglean ships. Their cannons would give them an advantage against Dumakra’s navy, and would be especially useful if Bataar had to sail to Dumakra’s far eastern city of Rayenna and seal its port.

In anticipation of their arrival, the Tashiri emperor had razed the forests surrounding the city, giant birch trees burnt to nubs. Bataar’s soldiers had traveled hours away to carve out the closest pine forest, clearing a portion to construct the palisade. With sweat on their brows, they’d dug ditches and constructed siege engines. Behind the palisades, hundreds of tents dotted the horizon, conical roofs sagging under piles of snow.

Bataar whistled for Erdene. The eagle answered with three short screeches, and he caught her on his vambrace. By the time he passed the medicine tents, he had stilled his spasming fingers, prepared to present a strong face.

Honorifics spilled from the doctors’ mouths in hushed tones. They bowed their heads as if cowering when their eyes fell on him. The physicians captured in Xincho were skilled in traditional medicine. The scent of their tinctures spilled out of the tents, filling this corner of the encampment with the musky aroma of bitter herbs, almost as strong as the necrosis.

The smell shed the years away. Suddenly Bataar was a boy again, watching the rot take his sallow-faced father. He shook his head, clearing it of thoughts that made his breath come too quick, clouding the cold air. Now, they had the knowledge and resources to fight the rot, to fight anyone.

Outside the triage tents, men, women, and boys lay still and quiet on cots. Gauze covered burn wounds from boiling water. Bloody stumps were capped in poultices where incendiary weapons had blown limbs from bodies. Doctors were moving a soldier into the quarantine tent. The patient quietly groaned, infected with the early stages of vermilrot. Soon, their fever would break as coagulated blood oozed from their eyes, ruby tears as viscous as molasses. From there, the rot marched untiring through its victims until it was nearly impossible to tell if a shallowly breathing body was alive or dead.

One boy screamed as a physician tightened a tourniquet. “S-spirit! I see Preeminence,” he shouted. “The teeth!”

A voice pacified, “Shhh, shhhh. It’s alright.”

Past the threshold of Bataar’s war tent, his council was assembled. Heat off the stove warmed the space between walls. The spacious canvas-and-felt room was sectioned off with exotic pelts, lacquered furniture, and plush Dumakran rugs, all fealty presents from the steppe kings. Erdene chirped as she flitted off Bataar to her perch.

“My rhah.”

Bataar stiffened as his wife brushed into the tent behind him. Cloth was tied around the bottom half of her face, obscuring her mouth and nose like the Dumakran silent priestesses.

For a moment he was distracted, intoxicated by the flowery smell of Qaira. She was entirely soft edges since giving birth to their son. Bataar grasped for her but she flowed out of reach, a teasing light sparkling in her hazel eyes.

“You shouldn’t touch me. I was in the rot tent.”

Near the seated advisors, one of her handmaids rocked a swaddled baby. Both Bataar’s and Qaira’s gazes were drawn to little Bato, his thick coppery hair and ruddy cheeks. His fingers were tangled in the beads of his sitter’s headdress. She clenched her jaw as she eased his small fist open. In this tent in the middle of the war encampment, surrounded by so much death, Bataar smiled.

Tarken smirked. “I was worried I’d be ashes and he’d be leading a battalion before we left these damned islands.”

Qaira laughed. “Our Bato doesn’t like war. He cried whenever anything hit the wall.”

“Ganni’s going to be the fighter,” Shaza said, brushing Tarken’s hand off her knee. Her grin was wolfish, beaming with pride.

“My daughter is gentle, like her mother,” Bataar said. It was only half true; when the seven-year-old was around Shaza, she was her aunt’s dutiful shadow. “I left her with her grandparents to keep her out of your claws.” Bataar was glad his daughter would have memories of skating on the Lugei river and chasing her friends through a sea of red grass. A happy childhood built in the shadow of mothering mountains, as it should be. Qaira’s parents might ease Ganni out of her shell.

Shaza shrugged. “Remember they raised me, too.”

If Shaza was the dark sliver of a waxing moon, and just as cold, then her older sister was a meadow soaking up the sun. Qaira wasn’t so different from how she’d been as a girl with her wide eyes and big ears. But she’d traded undyed wool for silks; now she dressed like a queen, and carried herself like one. She politely thanked one of her handmaids, who was scrubbing her arms in the steaming water at the washbasin.

Bataar tore off his gloves as he approached his generals and scribes. They squatted near the map spanning between the floor cushions, its edges weighted down with everything from metal goblets to a knife half out of an ornate sheath, to an eagle Tarken had carved from a hunk of bone, and rocks smeared with ash. Mismatched game pieces covered the map.

“We need to start thinking about Kalafar,” Shaza said. “Their zultam is weak, his wealth waning. The poorer cities on the fringes are restless. Soon, gryphons will circle the farm towns like vultures.”

She had her sights east toward Dumakra, an insular nation that bordered the red steppe and which had refused the Utasoo tribes’ pleas for aid in the horrible years after the Sunless Months. No one in that tent had much love for the country that had spit in their faces. Bataar probably least of all.

Zultam Ramzi was Dumakra’s puppet king. His xenophobic ministers had weakened the red steppe with embargos, leading to the raids that had killed Bataar’s mother and almost took Qaira away from him. At the border, Dumakrans settled on Utasoo tribal land, infringing on old treaties. Bataar was compelled to seek retribution, by duty, and by a divine force even greater than the united will of his people.

“So hasty,” Tarken chided. “Does the esteemed general know how many pegasus fliers we should be looking out for? Give me numbers, and I can start training my men to keep one eye on the skies and the other facing forward.”

Shaza scowled. “We need those pegasuses for ourselves.” She had already moved her marker, a tigress piece plucked from the popular token-capture game Eagles & Lions. If the continent were a gameboard, currently they possessed half the lower level; when they captured Dumakra, the entire play-field would be theirs, ready for a clean sweep of the Aglean kingdoms to the north, the Moshitu tribes south of the Thirst, and whatever was in the far east, undocumented on any maps. The pegasus knights were a threat now, but soon, they’d be another weapon in Bataar’s arsenal.

“You act as if everything’s done here,” Bataar said.

Shaza turned pensive, absently swatting Tarken when he tugged her long braid. “Isn’t it? The emperor is dead. The council is surrendering, and Tashir is yours. All of Choyanren.”

A few of the older men nodded in agreement. The gray-bearded generals with creased faces had once led armies of thousands for the most powerful rhahs. After Bataar’s stomp of the warlords, they now commanded even larger companies for him. The old rhahs were back on the red steppe, sending tribute like vassals.

“After Choyanren,” Shaza said, “the zultam, his viziers, and the lords in the north are going to take notice, quickly. We’ll send demands and make a plan for when your terms are rejected. We need to strike first.”

Even if their zultam was weak, Dumakra commanded the air, and its capital Kalafar was bordered by feather-steel reinforced walls. Bataar’s empire was a beast that would gorge on their Conservium’s knowledge and grow larger. He wanted the zultam’s pegasuses and iron mines, his ports and fertile farmland. Dumakra’s land bridge would make moving troops into Aglea easier, and their impossibly light steel would equip his troops to sweep the armies of the northern lords.

“We’ll send terms demanding the zultam pledge Dumakra and her soldiers to your empire, consenting to open borders and free trade with the west in exchange for protection and an era of peace,” Shaza said. “Everything could be formalized with a marriage pact, exchanging of wards… and representatives of your choosing being made ministers and viziers to revise inequitable law in Kalafar and the surrounding cities.”

Tarken twirled the end of his dark beard, which was comically out of place on his boyishly handsome face. “Well, while you lot plan for battles on a front thousands of miles east, I’ll celebrate the war we just won. Don’t worry, I’ll drink enough for all of us.”

Unimpressed, Shaza knocked over Tarken’s leopard piece, making it look as if his battalion had fallen.

Now clean of any blood, Qaira made her way to the advisors and sank down, reaching for the bread on plates in the center of the circle. Her body was warm curled against Bataar’s side.

Tarken groaned. “Fine, Dumakra. If their walls don’t fall, we can still break Kalafar.” He straightened his token. “We starve my war dogs, then lower them over the rampart and release them into the capital. We keep a few dozen vermilrot corpses, hurl them into the city; they explode, spreading rot—”

The older advisors’ smiles turned to expressions of awe and unease as Tarken outlined his methods.

“You shouldn’t worry your pretty head with thinking.” Shaza sounded unfazed, used to his horseshit. “You’re more useful when you aren’t coming up with plans. Time won the siege in Choyanren, not your dogs.”

“Time was our enemy too,” Bataar muttered. He stroked Qaira’s knuckles. The next nearest town was full of granite and bone, the Silent City where the Choyanreni entombed their dead in stone crypts. This last cold snap could have forced a retreat, and then they would have had nothing but gravel and the leathery dead to gnaw on.

Shaza cocked her head. “Tarken is right about one thing. Vermilrot is more deadly than any siege equipment.”

Bataar shook his head. “We want them to surrender, not start an epidemic.”

Destructive wars drained resources. Fires had been burning inside the walls of Tashir for weeks. The lugsail ships they needed could have been put to the torch any day.

Qaira took Bato from his sitter, rocking him in her arms. “What has Preeminence said?” she asked hopefully.

Her words weren’t directed at Bataar, but she interlocked their fingers, squeezing in a silent question. She knew he saw souls, but he’d spared her from the reality of the Preeminent Spirit she loved. Bataar wasn’t a child anymore, feeling unworthy of his stolen life, but he still felt primal fear under Their gaze. He fed the Preeminent Spirit like a man throwing meat into a wolf’s den. His shaman had declared he was the arm of Preeminence, but Bataar was terrified that his insatiable god would claim more than just his bloodied hands; it would take him, body and soul. For now, forever, it was better to be a blind servant than a seeing vessel.

Boroo, his grandmotherly shaman, pulled away from a corner of the room as if her thin body had been an extension of the bentwood rafters. Her wrinkled face was painted with black streaks of dried lamb’s blood from the night before. “In the east, you’ll lose the first battle but win the war,” she said, studying Bataar with her rheumy eyes. “It ends almost as soon as it starts.”

Passing years didn’t touch Boroo, who had probably been born with liver-spotted skin. She was a gifted seer, conversing freely with spirits in her trances around pyres, and her rune-stones had accurately predicted the outcomes of every battle he fought. Her abilities were nothing like Bataar’s. He saw Preeminence in the sky; she heard Their whispers in the flames.

“If you say so, it will,” Bataar said, voicelessly dismissing Qaira’s probing touch.

Shaza took his declaration as a sign to unfurl a new map, this one of the palace in the Dumakran capital. She began repositioning markers.

The baby gurgled, his lips wet with milk. Bato had Qaira’s hair and ears, but his eyes were Bataar’s. The boy reached out, small fist curling around the saber in its scabbard at Bataar’s belt. Bato had been born in Choyanren after the sack of Xincho, into a conquest of saltpeter and sulfur. Would he take wobbling steps and babble his first words in another military camp?

A footman appeared on the threshold. “The empress’s envoy approaches.”

*   *   *

Bataar stood at attention at the front of his retinue as the gates screeched open. Beyond Tashir’s walls, silver finials decorated pagoda roofs. The sky carried a hint of fetid sweetness, at odds with the taste of iron and melting ice on the air.

“A clear sky means Preeminence smiles on your victory,” Tarken commented.

Bataar said nothing as he straightened his cloak. The black sable lining was soft and warm about his neck. At his hip, the hilt of his saber sparkled. His blade hadn’t seen blood since they clashed with the Choyanreni army on the farmland outside of Tanomaki. He’d wanted a surrender, not a bloodbath, and he’d received one.

Beyond the generals standing stiffly, soldiers made lines, solemn in their tension. Shaza’s cheek was dressed with gauze, covering the cut she’d received from a longbowman on the wall. “That archer’s mine,” she’d hissed after the smoke cleared. Bataar wasn’t sure if she wanted to kill or recruit them. She’d been collecting the best bowmen since their campaign against the steppe lords, years ago.

Boroo lingered at Qaira’s side, watching Bataar with an inscrutable expression he didn’t wish to study too closely. The knuckles on her hand clutching Qaira’s arm were white, and her fingers shook with exertion.

Bataar shared a meaningful glance with his wife. “You look every part the queen,” he whispered.

“I’d hope so. This is very heavy.”

The hammered silver headdress brought out golden undertones in her thick auburn braids. Her damask dress was a crimson so dark it looked blood-dyed. The ornaments haloing her head chimed as she lowered her face to their son, her half-lidded eyes never breaking contact with Bataar’s. The expression she wore ignited heat that coiled in his stomach.

He shuffled in the snow. After the guardsmen on the wall laid down their arms, Bataar had dictated a message to one of the captured scholars. The scribe wrote succinctly, without the flourishes he’d seen in the tomes of Xincho’s famous library. The message had been delivered using one of the birds liberated from a dragonlord’s coop, and the reply came quickly.

“Finally,” Shaza muttered, uncrossing her arms.

Guards in plate armor conveyed a litter through the gates. The tall men lowered the carrying poles, and a historian walking behind quickly drew back the curtains. The crowd grew hushed as the woman inside was let down by the hand of a guard. Her slippers crunched into the snow.

“Presenting the personal envoy of Her Majesty Ruo Sacha,” the historian announced in a reedy voice.

Bataar nodded to his footman. The boy, one of Tarken’s cousins, stepped forward and cleared his throat, speaking in clumsy Choyanreni: “Announcing His Eminence, the Rhah of the Red Steppe, Son of the Red Mother, the Scourge of Xincho, and future prince of Tanomaki, the re—resplendent Bataar Rhah.”

His soldiers shouted his name, pounding their chests and hitting the hilts of their weapons against the ground.

“‘Resplendent Rhah,’” the envoy said, as if she were spitting the honorific through gritted teeth and asking a question all at once.

At the nod of her head, her retinue knelt in the slushy snow. Even the historian didn’t hesitate to dirty his honorable white robes and coat.

The empress’s representative wore brightly colored brocade. Her cheeks and lips were stained red, and jade pendants hung from a pronged headdress in her hair. Condensation swirling under the milky green surface gave the stone its name: cloud jade. Painted porcelain bells and sachets of incense were tied to the sash stretching around the hips of her jacketed dress. Bataar breathed in the citrusy-smelling orchid perfume that hung in a cloud around her.

He was instantly suspicious. The woman before him was an absurdly well-decorated delegate.

“Word reached Tashir that during your conquest, your men destroyed the Supreme School of Thought,” she said, facing the translators, her voice fierce even as she kept her expression blank. “That they used the leather covers of priceless books to make sandals for your dirty feet. The empress has heard rumors that you made the Taibeg river run red with the blood of their greatest thinkers and skilled physicians.”

“Xincho’s doctors are at work in my encampment, stalling vermilrot,” Bataar said without hesitation. It would be better to ease her anger. There had been blood, so much death the hungriest gods would be sated, but he hadn’t slaughtered doctors. “Your country’s academics are already sharing their knowledge with my historians and clerks, constructing an accurate description of the conquering of the Federated Kingdoms and their absorption into the Utasoo nation.”

She pursed her lips. “Your pronunciation is… better than I anticipated,” she conceded, facing Bataar now instead of the translators.

The Choyanreni historians and high scribes had already proven useful as language instructors. One day, Bataar might employ them as private tutors for his own children, if the Conservium-educated scholars in Dumakra didn’t impress him more.

“But I can tell you mean to trick me with soft words,” she continued. “I won’t let you construct a false history. They say in Tanomaki—”

“What you might have heard about Tanomaki is true,” he admitted.

The dragonlords had fought filthily. Their insults had been unforgivable. A few of those men had been drawn and quartered. Others had been stripped naked and tossed into their own drug dens. Tarken fed one to his dogs. Bataar could only watch that for a few seconds before he’d averted his eyes, but others had gawked as the man was turned to a lump of meat. So much for dragons breathing fire. In Choyanren, the only dragons left were mere men, wearing a frightening name like a shield, and they had died whimpering.

“Tashir is not Tanomaki,” she said. “The Cloud Jade Empress expresses—”

For a moment, Bataar had forgotten he was talking to an “envoy.” He wouldn’t let this farce continue.

“The empress wrote that she was sending a representative. I didn’t anticipate parleying with her directly. Would Your Majesty be more comfortable in a tent, near a fire? Something befitting your station.” He met her eyes. Hers still betrayed nothing. “You’re younger than I anticipated,” he said. “You were the emperor’s wife?”

The royal family in Tashir was a mystery, even to the historians at the Supreme School of Thought. The emperor had been frail and white-bearded, hidden behind paper screens, but not much else was known about him.

The disguised empress squared her shoulders. “I’m his daughter, Ruo Sacha, and I could say that you’re young, for an illustrious warlord.”

She was right. Mukhalii Rhah’s raid that had stolen his mother, Qaira, and more women and children from their camp had taught Bataar when he was still young how war was waged. He had been sixteen, then, leading a conquest for their return—and for revenge. His childhood had been taken from him by bloody swords and talons. Victory was only ever bittersweet.

“I’m new to war, but not naïve.” The empress’s breath steamed in the frosted air. “I have a sharp mind.”

He almost smiled. “You were right to surrender. The wall was falling. Inexperience doesn’t mean you lack good judgment. Tell me. How’d the emperor die?”

Ruo’s expression was stony. “He succumbed to vermilrot. If it’s true you have the physicians from Xincho, I beg of you… I’ve repurposed the council hall, but we can’t stop the spread of infection.” Her jaw worked, not quite disguising the flash of terror that suddenly pulled at her brow and twisted her red lips. So her stone facade could crack. “I’ll swear fealty.”

That wouldn’t be enough. Bataar would demand fealty. It was claimed, won, owed, earned, not given. He strained to keep his expression blank. “The empress of the cloud jade city begs before me,” he said in both their languages, loud enough to carry through the crowd. Soldiers snickered, some laughed. Others shivered. Most looked grim. “What does Her Eminence present in exchange for peace?”

Annoyance flickered in Ruo’s dark eyes. “All I have is our fleet, and myself. If my scribes draft a peace pact pledging mutual support in emergencies, sealed with marriage vows, would you accept? You’d be king consort in Tashir. It’s an honor.”

Bataar had planned on taking another wife to solidify the union with the Federated Kingdoms. One of the dragonlords’ princesses would have sufficed. The opium merchants ruled Tanomaki and wielded power in the Federated Kingdoms. He would have let Qaira pick her favorite of the sulky girls with their powdered skin. But the empress?

This was a better offer.

Bataar turned to Qaira, eyebrows raised in question. At her small, assenting nod he looked back toward Ruo.

“Then your city has my protection.”

It wouldn’t all end so neatly, but the war was unwinding, melting like snow. And sediment—unrest and revolt—would need to be skimmed off as white ice became clear water. But today there would be feasting and sex, music and wrestling and archery tournaments, victory blurred by alcohol and delirious laughter.

Bataar didn’t want warm and comfortable. He was already burning for more. There was so much of that map still unclaimed. A god that would never be satisfied, but he couldn’t blame Preeminence alone. Perhaps he did want bloodshed, revenge for a thousand injustices.

Maybe he was a monster.
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