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	Chapter One

	 

	Zula left Tadrakka’s rooms with a hard weight in her chest. It was like her ribs had somehow turned to a cage, locking away her heart so tightly only the hatred and fire that burned against Paakna assured her she was alive. 

	 She met Jadiana in the hallway and ordered her to go wait with the sirrushes.

	“What do you plan to do?” the girl asked.

	Zula met her young lieutenant’s face with a blank expression. “I don’t know,” she said. That was a lie. She knew. 

	Her sandals hit the stone in a soft rhythm. The pad of her steps was deceptively gentle. Her fist opened and closed at her hip. She was unarmed, but it hardly mattered. 

	She stopped the first servant she found. “Where is the ensaak?”

	The manservant dipped his head over a jar of water. “That way, my lady. He sits with…the body of his son.”

	Zula hesitated. “And Ansaraki?”

	“He sent her away, my lady.” 

	“He’s alone?” Zula tried to hide her excitement—if it could be called that. 

	“He is, my lady.” 

	“This way, you said?” Before the manservant had finished nodding, Zula was already striding down the hall.

	Her heart raced, something primal and predatory coming to life inside her. She rounded the corner into a narrow corridor and stopped. 

	Two guards stood outside a doorway blocked by undyed curtains. That would be the place. 

	Zula approached the guards without a word, a little surprised when neither stopped her. One man looked to the other in a silent question, but neither spoke. She stepped past them and through the wooden door, shutting it after herself. 

	Silence. 

	At her back, there was no sound but the rustle of curtains. From the corner of her eye, she spotted just enough of Paakna to see him kneeling beside a stone table. A long, white-wrapped shape lay atop it. 

	Her heart pounded just a little faster. Jaw clenching, Zula picked up an incense burner from beside the door. With methodical, unhurried movements, she removed the smoldering head and set it aside before sliding the stand through the door handles quietly as she could.

	Despite her best efforts, iron scraped iron with a dull grating sound. From the other side, the guards stirred.

	“My ensaak?”

	Zula turned to face Paakna. She slipped a curved knife out from under her breastplate—one of several that could be tucked into her armor. 

	Cocking her head to the side, she surveyed Paakna. The old man knelt in his undyed linen, hunched at the edge of Hekdan’s stony bed. 

	Incense burned from all corners of the massive room to cover the stench of the corpse. Myrrh and saffron saturated the air in a cloud. 

	Zula came closer, naked knife in hand. Oddly, she felt nothing. Absolutely nothing. 

	She came to a stop behind Paakna. Still the ensaak didn’t move. His scarred hands clutched the edge of the stone table, bowed with his forehead pressed against the edge. 

	It would be so easy to slip the knife between his ribs, but she wanted to see his face. “Paakna.”

	The ensaak turned. Bloodshot eyes and tear-soaked grey stubble met her. “Zula.” 

	He’d never called her by her name. Not once. 

	Paakna groveled on his knees in front of her. Sobs racked his wiry frame and he seemed suddenly frailer than she’d ever thought the old man could be. 

	If he even noticed the knife, he ignored it. “Forgive me, Zula. Forgive me.”

	Zula locked up, squeezing her knife tighter. 

	“Ensaak?” From beyond the bolted doors, the guards grew anxious. “Ensaak Paakna? What’s happening?”

	Incoherent words spilled out of Paakna’s mouth and Zula had to look away. The first thing she saw was Hekdan’s shroud.

	The ensaadi’s body had been wrapped to hide the entire length of his corpse. His remains laid straight and rigid as a plank, burial oils leaching through the undyed cloth. 

	Zula couldn’t move. She stared and something cracked. 

	Paakna reached for her like a supplicant. “I was wrong. I was so wrong.”

	Zula grabbed his shoulder to steady him, opposite hand clenching her knife. Her grip on his shoulder tightened. Her chest tightened even more. 

	On the floor, puddles marked where precious water had been used to wash the sand and blood from Hekdan’s body. The floor had been scrubbed, but the coppery stains left a faint tang in the air that not even the incense could hide. 

	Paakna let out a sob, lifting his face to her. This time, she dared meet his eye.

	“Hekdan.” That name was all that came past her lips. 

	“Please,” Paakna whispered. “Zula, please.”

	The guards pounded against the far wall. “My lord! What’s happening?”

	Zula laid her knife against the ensaak’s throat. He kept his eyes on her, not moving, beseeching her for something she didn’t have. 

	But Tadrakka had it. 

	Tadrakka had forgiven his father again and again—for killing his brother, for placing him forever in second place, for a thousand insults and injuries accumulated over a lifetime.

	Tadrakka had forgiven her for loving his brother. For choosing his brother first just like everyone else did.

	A single tear rolled down her cheek, splattering on her breastplate. “Hekdan.”

	“Yes,” Paakna whispered, still not acknowledging the knife. 

	“I loved him.”

	“Better than me.” 

	“You sent him to his death,” Zula said. “You killed him.”

	Paakna didn’t deny it. “Like I killed your father. Like I destroyed your life.”

	She’d once been able to picture a life with Hekdan so easily. Now the vision was shadowed, a spectral thought that fled whenever she tried to grasp it. Had there been a crown? Had there been children?

	What would she have been without Paakna’s interference? Without time in chains or the Ilian slave markets? Without Talitha and Gilsazi? Without a half dozen or more men filling the emptiness that had stretched between her and the only one she’d ever loved?

	A sob worked its way up her throat. She hadn’t wept for Hekdan. Not really. Not truly. Herself, yes. Her father and even her sister, yes. But Hekdan…

	“Zula, if you can forgive me, anyone can.”

	Another sob followed and Zula crashed to her knees beside her greatest enemy. 

	As the guards broke through, she found herself on the floor, the knife clattering out of her hand. 

	Zula couldn’t move, couldn’t speak as tears came pouring down. The ensaak and the general wept together on the floor as the guards hovered at the edges of the room. One of them kicked the knife away before they both stepped back to the fringes of the room. 

	Neither was eager to step into the midst of the mourning. Zula didn’t blame them. 

	 

	♦♦♦

	



	

Zula remained on the floor with Paakna well into the evening. The two of them kept vigil beside the ensaadi’s brier. 

	Side by side, they sat in silence. Neither spoke for hours and hours. Strange—as enemies, Zula found she understood Paakna better than many of her friends.

	Neither needed the other to speak to know where they stood. Perhaps that was why it had been so easy to hate each other. 

	They kept watch until the priests came to prepare the ensaadi’s body for its sarcophagus. 

	Zula stepped out alongside the ensaak. The guards waiting in the hall were different from those who had been present when Zula first arrived. How many shifts had Zula stayed? 

	Slumped across the hall was Jadiana, leaning against the stucco wall with her eyes closed and lips parted as she drowsed. At the sound of the doors opening, she jumped. “General.”

	Zula frowned. “You stayed?”

	“You didn’t dismiss me.”

	Zula grimaced. She’d honestly assumed Jadiana would find somewhere more comfortable to rest. “We’re heading back to the camp.”

	The girl glanced between Paakna and Zula—both fully intact and unharmed. “Is everything alright?”

	Zula didn’t grace that with a response. Her chest felt shredded—that seemed the best word for it. Inside and out, she ached like she hadn’t in years. Her heart had been twisted, stabbed, and mauled yet kept right on beating. 

	“Join me for the funeral.” Paakna’s words weren’t a request or even a command. It was a statement of fact—flat and sharp as a sword. 

	Zula looked away. “I doubt Ansaraki will approve.” The woman had given no hint that she resented Zula and that made the general more certain that she did. 

	“I will see you then.” He might have begged her forgiveness mere hours ago, but Paakna was still Paakna. He looked to his guards. “Send for my manservant.”

	The general folded her arms across her chest as the door shut. “You presume too much, old man.”

	Paakna took the insult without a blink. “Don’t be late.” 

	“Bastard,” Zula shot back.

	“Bitch.” The word was the same he’d used for her again and again, yet it lacked venom. He turned away. “I’ll see you at sunrise.”

	Zula watched Paakna hobble away, heading straight for the nearest entrance into the main areas of the palace and his own personal rooms. 

	“Come.” Zula gestured to Jadiana. “We need to get ready for the funeral.” They only had a few hours.

	Her page trailed after her back through the palace, the path lit by orange torches that made the red stone appear like blood in the firelight. 

	“What happened in that room, my lady?”

	Zula shrugged. 

	Jadiana waited a long breath before continuing. “In truth, when I heard you had gone into a room alone with Paakna, I expected that we would be burying two corpses at dawn.”

	“That was my plan.” The general admitted to it without flinching. 

	Jadiana was quiet just a moment. “What changed your mind?”

	Zula took a deep breath, raising her chin. She glanced back in the direction Paakna had gone with his servants. “The old man…understood.”

	Silence stretched between the two women. Zula doubted that Jadiana had any idea what that meant, but she wasn’t the one who needed to. 

	Hekdan’s blood stained Paakna and Zula both as surely as it stained Fansaras. If it hadn’t been for his father, he never would have been on that battlefield and Ansaraki would never have been taken from her first betrothal. 

	If it hadn’t been for Zula, Hekdan would’ve married a Malsi girl long before the Kreshkal tribe made an offer. 

	Paakna and Zula were Hekdan’s co-murderers and the only thing they deserved was to live for their crimes. Death was too merciful. 

	 

	♦♦♦

	 

	Tadrakka was still weak and so Zula stood beside him as Paakna and two of the other nobles added their strength to lower the ensaadi’s corpse into his intermediate resting place.

	The sarcophagus was unadorned and small, cramped, even. Made for a narrower man. The elaborate outer sarcophagus, the one that his descendants would presumably visit, hadn’t even begun production yet.

	That would have to wait until trade routes were opened again and the marble, onyx, and jade could be brought from the surrounding cities.

	There was no telling how long that might take. Chizoba might be ensaak by that time.

	Ansaraki held the toddler as he squirmed and squalled, writhing in her arms like a piglet. He fussed as his mother watched Hekdan’s body go down, stoic as stone. Wylla finally took the boy, shushing and crooning to the tiny ensaadi.

	Stepping back, Zula allowed Tadrakka to lean against her as the lid was laid over Hekdan. Zula waited at the side of her betrothed, watching with a numbness in her bones. Paakna looked on with an equal amount of steel.

	When their eyes met, it was hard to know who looked away first—the ensaak or the general. Everyone had their attention on the late ensaadi’s remains as the priest spattered holy water over the stone, muttering the prayers for safe passage into the world of the dead.

	Zula inhaled, the stench of burning myrrh thick in her nostrils. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Debrei. The greyed prophetess looked on with her staff in one hand, brooding over the funeral with her hood up, but her shoulders back. 

	The funeral finished in a blur. Zula’s back ached from standing straight and her stomach rumbled from missing breakfast. According to tradition, Malsi buried their dead at dawn and fasted until dusk. Zula wondered if that would apply for Chizoba as well. 

	Once the sarcophagus was sealed, Ansaraki laid a sword over the top of the tomb. Hekdan’s sword had been taken, but the jeweled blade that she laid across the stone was worthy of any hero. Rubies and topazes over the hilt glinted in the early morning light and the blade shone with a lethally sharp edge.

	Such a lavish gift for the dead.

	Ansaraki knelt beside the tomb, shoulders shaking as she wept. Tadrakka reached for her, not speaking as he laid a hand on her shoulder. 

	Zula hovered at his side. Was she supposed to say something? Touch Ansaraki’s other shoulder?

	The young widow stayed like that as Ibar came to lay a jeweled box beside the sword. His wife Swansari laid a vibrant crocus next to it. Then came another courtier bearing a vial of sweet-smelling oil and another who left behind a peacock feather. 

	One by one, the court left their gifts piled around the simple stone box. Offerings to a man who would never know of their generosity.

	Zula watched as the pile of gifts grew higher and higher. She watched Ansaraki out of the corner of her eye. Hekdan’s last plea weighed heavy on her mind—protect Ansaraki. Protect Chizoba. How was she supposed to do that?

	The offerings continued to come for over an hour. One young woman sang a lament over the grave as her gift. The whole court stood captivated as her voice keened and rolled over them like the laments of a desert owl.

	Finally, the last of the gifts was laid upon the altar and the last courtier walked away. Zula stayed sbeside Tadrakka, not speaking and not moving as he stood beside Ansaraki. 

	Zula dared look to the other woman again. Such tears and such sorrow for a man she hadn’t even chosen to marry. 

	Was this the side of samahu no one dared mention? Did it really knit souls together so tightly that they couldn’t be pulled apart again? Did it leave one torn when the other was ripped away?

	Zula looked to Tadrakka hesitantly. If that was true, she would rather stay as she was. If the pain of losing a man, even one she hadn’t loved, was this hard…

	But she had no reason to think that Ansaraki hadn’t loved Hekdan. She swallowed. No, there had been love between those two. Even if it had taken time to grow. Even if they’d taken one another as strangers. 

	That thought was like a knife twisting in Zula’s chest. She straightened, forcing herself to take deep breaths.

	Zula closed her eyes. Hekdan had belonged to Ansaraki. He’d never belonged to anyone else. Not really.

	Zula might have stolen him in countless nights of desperate hope, but he had never been hers. When she opened her eyes again, Tadrakka was turning toward her to leave, his shoulder brushing hers.

	The royal family and Zula came gradually away from the sarcophagus. Ansaraki was the last to leave, helped to her feet by a young woman in a courtier’s golden armbands that Zula didn’t recognize. 

	“General Zula.” 

	Zula turned her head, a little surprised to hear her title from Paakna. At the same time, she wasn’t sure what she expected from the man anymore. 

	“Dquarren.” Paakna called the name, gesturing over Zula’s shoulder. “Both of you. Come here.”

	A man in an undyed belted tunic with a saber at his hip responded, marching toward the ensaak without a moment’s hesitation. “My lord.”

	Paakna gestured to Zula. “You will speak with the Ilian general. Plan our defense. You will obey her as if she were me.”

	Zula wasn’t the only one who whirled on Paakna in shock at that. 

	“Here.” Paakna’s arm thrust out in Zula’s direction with a familiar scroll in his fist. “Your ensaak’s treaty. Fixed with my seal.”

	Zula thought she might be in a fever dream as she took it and unrolled the leathery parchment, reading it over just to be sure nothing had been changed. There was the palm tree seal at the bottom of the page and not a word or letter of the document had been changed. 

	The general looked to Paakna and then to Tadrakka, but the ensaa stared at his father with the same shock as her.

	“My lord?” Dquarren glanced between Zula and the ensaak, then to Tadrakka and back again. “I’m sorry, my lord, but what did you say?”

	“Surely my voice is not so old and frail you can’t understand it.” That familiar edge of sardonicism crept in. Zula was almost glad for proof that this was in fact the ensaak and not an imposter. 

	Paakna faced Hekdan’s sarcophagus, piled high with the gifts of mourners. “You deal with this.”

	“My lord?” Dquarren glanced to Tadrakka. “Is the ensaa not the next in line?”
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