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	Chapter One

	 

	“What?” Zula had heard perfectly, yet the words still stung her like a wasp. 

	“The envoys are from Malsi.”

	“Malsi.” The name tasted ashen on her tongue. “What do they want?”

	“I don’t know, General. They arrived last night. They’re expected to go before the ensaak today.”

	“Do you know the name of the ambassador?” Zula clenched the edge of the table. She kept her eyes fixed on the map before her, refusing to look up. 

	“Ibar.”

	Zula’s chest snapped tight, like the jaws of a duneserpent. “Thank you.” 

	The corporal saluted, ducking out the door of her reports room. 

	Zula turned her back, studying the wall of scrolls that lined all four sides. The late-morning sunlight filtered through the latticed windows, casting stark, elongated shadows on the floor.

	“General?” Jadiana took a step closer. The girl was young—too young. Many of the people in Ilios were these days. More than a year after what was being called the Priest’s Plot, reminders lingered, no matter where one looked. 

	“I’d like to know the moment they finish their audience with the ensii today.”

	“Will you not be there?”

	As second general in Ilios, Zula should be. As herself, she shouldn’t. “Not unless the ensaak summons me. I’ll send my excuses.” 

	“But why?” Jadiana didn’t know where Zula had come from. Who Zula had been before. 

	“I’m to inspect the eastern walls this morning. The floods were hard on our defenses.” Zula’s words weren’t a lie. She had kept many of her duties as guard captain while taking on those of the late General Krispos, a traitor who had been killed in the takeback of Ilios.

	“Most of the repairs are completed.” Jadiana’s words weren’t a lie, either. 

	Zula didn’t answer. “Come, girl.” The general picked up her helm off the broad map table, polished bronze scraping over the rough wood. These days, the helm was more for ceremony than use—same as the sword at her hip. That was how Zula liked it.

	If you need your sword, you’ve already failed.

	Her sergeant’s words from all those years ago still echoed in her head. Zula strode out of the reports room, Jadiana on her heels. 

	“General.” Three soldiers leapt to attention outside—two men and one woman—waiting in the courtyard that served as the general’s anteroom. Most of her business was conducted either in the barracks or in the palace before the ensii. 

	Their armor was polished to a shine, not a strap or buckle out of place. Red sashes marked them as the warriors of Ilios. They were well-fed, but lean. On alert, but not agitated. The triad sun insignia splayed over their chests and dangled from the woman’s multitude of roped braids. 

	Zula was general to the ensii—not just an ensaadi. This was more than she’d ever hoped or imagined. 

	They still had enemies. They still had reason to be on guard, but if there was ever a time she wished life could go on as it was—

	“General Zula.”

	Zula winced, glad her helm hid her face. “Report.” How she managed that flat, unimpressed tone, she couldn’t imagine. 

	The messenger bowed before her, clad in the white and gold of a palace runner. The boy might as well have been wearing an executioner’s blacks. “Ensii Talitha has summoned you. She desires your presence as she receives the envoys from Malsi.”

	Zula let a breath out her nose. It was a reasonable request. Wholly rational.

	“Inform our lady that I will attend her shortly. Is the High Priest with her?”

	“Yes, my lady.” 

	Of course, he would be. Zula stifled the urge to curse every god she could name. “I will be there as soon as I finish my rounds within the garrison.”

	The messenger froze, head still bowed. “Madam…” He glanced sideways. “They’ve been waiting for you.”

	Zula chewed the inside of her lip. But of course. When had Zula not been present when receiving envoys from a city for the first time? Especially one as important as Malsi?

	But it was Ibar.

	For a moment, Zula considered making the excuse that she needed her ceremonial armor. It was too late for that. She’d failed to find a way out of this and had stalled long enough. 

	Two of the guards cast her odd looks—they didn’t understand, either. 

	Zula glanced to the sun. It was nearing midday. In a few hours, it would be time for supper and then the evening duties of the ensii. “The envoy is being seen rather soon.”

	“Their request is urgent, I understand.”

	Zula stifled a retort. Ibar hadn’t changed, then. “Lead the way.” Zula didn’t remember deciding to speak the words or to follow the messenger, but next thing she was trailing after him. 

	The iron jaws around her heart dug in tighter and tighter the closer they came to the receiving room. Did Talitha know who Ibar was? Had Zula ever mentioned him before? 

	She couldn’t remember. But Talitha knew enough of her general’s story to piece it together. 

	They left the spartan, militaristic portions of the palace and entered the bastion of the ensii’s glory. Here was where the wealth of nations sparkled from every nook and corner. Precious stones from Jak’mor, ivory from Lakesh, and silk curtains, peafowl, and a thousand other luxuries brought from the ends of the Sandsea—all to be traded for the great wealth within Ilios’s water mines.

	Zula’s step faltered as they passed an obsidian urn, bigger than a barrel and inlaid with gold. It had been a gift from Malsi to the ensii’s grandfather in the early years of his reign. What gifts would the ensaak of Malsi lavish on Talitha? It depended how relevant he expected her to be. 

	The old man had only an eye for that which suited him. Not that it made him any different from the hundreds of other ensaaks in this gods-forsaken desert. 

	They passed a pair of court women, followed by a young man, possibly a brother or betrothed. Zula didn’t recognize them, but she rarely recognized courtiers these days, even a year after the upheaval. The guard hadn’t been the only thing changed by the Priest’s Plot and Talitha’s bloody path back to power. 

	Rounding the corner, they entered the ensii’s main receiving room. Here was where Ilios’s rulers had bartered marriages, forged treaties, and declared wars for generations. Each one of Talitha’s ancestors had bequeathed new memories to the halls. Time would only tell what stories would be left of the ensii and her war priest husband. 

	Ensii Talitha occupied the throne at the head of the receiving room, the massive golden structure rising over her head. The reigning ensii was a far cry from the stripling ensaadi Zula had sworn allegiance to all those years ago. In her gold and red silks, sashes, and bangles, Talitha lorded over the room with a power to cow even the fiercest warlord. 

	To her right stood her consort, Ashek of Hudspeth, High Priest to the Lonely God. From his armor, one would have never guessed. He looked more to be a bodyguard or perhaps her champion. In many ways, he was all three.

	To the ensii’s left was General Gilsazi, commander of Ilios’s armies. His ebony horns curved over his skull like ramparts. Mere steps away was his wife Kasrei—High Magian and head of the Magian’s Academy.

	Zula noted a few more familiar faces. She kept her attention on the other Ilians. Anything to keep her from looking to the brightly dressed group of strangers in the middle of the room. At least, they might as well have been strangers. 

	“In accordance with the treaty signed by your grandfather, Ilios and Malsi are allied. He swore to come to our aid in times of trouble and we promised likewise.”

	Zula picked apart every syllable, still not daring to spare the speaker a glance. Close to ten years later, his voice was unchanged. There was that same arrogance, that same pretentious lilt that held back words as if he expected listeners to beg for the next one. 

	“I’m aware.” Talitha’s response was calm, measured. Noncommittal. “My grandfather made many alliances. Most of them with mixed results.”

	“We would hope the alliance of our cities has been as beneficial to you as it has been to us.” 

	Talitha smiled. It wasn’t a response either way. 

	Out of the corner of her eye, Zula noticed the emissary shift. It was slight, but it made Zula grin. Not many could make Ibar squirm. Ensii Talitha grew more impressive every day. 

	As if she could hear the general, Talitha’s gaze found Zula at the edge of the chamber. She flicked her attention away the next moment, remaining focused on the emissary before her. “What is it that your ensaak requests, Ibar?”

	Talitha hadn’t used the emissary’s title—whatever it might be now. It was a slight, but firm message—those titles meant nothing here.

	“Your ensaak did nothing when my grandfather was beheaded, and I was sold into chains.” Talitha braced a hand on either armrest, leaning forward slightly. “Your city watched as mine was overrun by traitors and thieves. Now you come asking for soldiers. Tell me why I should send my people to die for yours when you did nothing but watch our enemies as they murdered us.”

	Ibar straightened. The thick dreadlocks roping down the back of his neck flapped as he cocked his head to the side. “Ensaak—”

	“Ensii.” Gilsazi’s interruption was short, terse, and without inflection. “You’re addressing an ensii.”

	Ibar went still from behind. What struggles played across his face? “Forgive me, ensii.” He bowed, back and neck as stiff as boards. How that must’ve hurt him! “I must say I—”

	“Ensii Talitha, I beg your forgiveness.” A man stepped out from Ibar’s retinue—tall, limber, and broad through the shoulders. His mane of warrior’s braids jingled with the charms and amulets of a magian. The young man knelt on the stone, head bowed. “My father’s emissary has insulted you, but I ask you to show mercy to him as I ask you to show mercy to me.”

	As one, the Malsi tribesmen followed suit, bowing behind the young man. Even Ibar bowed in an instant. There were only three men in the world who could make him do that.

	Talitha glanced to Ashek at her side, surveying the young magian. He couldn’t have been more than two or three years her senior if he was older at all.  “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

	“I am Ensaa Tadrakka. Ensaak Paakna of Malsi is my father.”

	The court stirred. A slim, wiry woman in grey linen appeared at Zula’s elbow—Debrei—the Hudspethite prophetess. The woman spoke little, keeping to the fringes of the court like a desert raptor. Despite the opulence and riches of Ilios, she’d refused the hospitality of the warlord and her consort, instead living in the middle district between the villas of the rich and the slums of the poor. 

	Zula had faced death without flinching, taken beatings and whippings without so much as a tear. Yet something about the woman made her want to step away. 

	“It’s true we abandoned you to your fate. But can you blame us? Your grandfather was slain by his own priest. Your cousin with him. You were rumored dead. Who were we to aid?”

	Talitha neither argued nor agreed. 

	“You ask why you should help Malsi and I can give you no good answer. Our cities have had their differences, but this past generation has flourished with our alliance.” He glanced to the silks and gold foil that glinted from every crevice and crack of the hall. Solid bronze, gleaming like sunlight, spread across the floor, turning the marble into a thing of glory. “We have secured for you trade routes, but you could find those elsewhere. We have made treaties, but as your power grows, alliances become cheap. Malsi can offer you our loyalty and nothing more.”

	From among those watching, voices whispered. 

	“I offer you the fealty of my ensaak, my ensaadi, and my city. With the authority and blessing of my warlord.” The envoy bowed, his braids jangling.

	Talitha was silent. 

	What kind of desperate must the city be? Zula had heard reports of the Gergeshans and the Kakni fighting one another in the south, but had received no news of a war 

	“You speak with the authority of your ensaak?”

	“Yes, my lady.”

	Talitha ran a single finger along the armrest. She cast a glance to several figures gathered in the hall—lingering on Ashek and then Zula. “We will discuss this more tonight. In private. Until then, I will call one of my chancellors to begin negotiations.”

	As much as the old woman unnerved Zula, Debrei’s words the month after the ensii’s enthronement were coming true—Talitha would establish the most powerful dynasty in all the Sandsea—a legacy to last a thousand years. 

	Talitha waved her hand in dismissal. Here was the place to open negotiations. It wasn’t the place to finalize them. 

	The kneeling ensaa bowed his head still lower. Humility had always been as much his virtue as pride had been Ibar’s vice.

	The ensaa stood and passed back out the way he and his party had come, keeping his attention straight ahead. Despite his willingness to drop to his knees in front of some two hundred Ilians, it had to sting. 

	“Tadrakka?” Zula hadn’t meant to speak, but the name was out her lips before she thought to stop it. 

	The magian glanced her direction and stumbled. Ibar nearly crashed into his back. Recognition spread over him from head to foot in an instant. His eyes widened and his whole body shifted toward her. “Zula?” 

	“This is General Zula,” Gilsazi said from beside Talitha. “My second in the armies of Ilios.”

	Tadrakka’s attention never left Zula, but his brows rose. “Second in Ilios?”

	Zula tried to answer, but her mouth refused to move. 

	“General Zula is among my greatest and most loyal warriors.” Talitha’s voice filled the whole audience chamber. “There are few to rival her.”

	Tadrakka inclined his head. An ensaa—the son of a warlord—bowing to a soldier. A high-ranking soldier, but still a soldier. “It’s good to see you, General.” He marched out of the audience chamber before Zula could collect herself. 

	Ibar shuffled after him, not meeting her gaze. Ibar, she could have handled. It was so much easier to hold herself together towards men she hated. But Tadrakka?

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	“Tell me what you think.” Talitha passed a bowl of dates across the table. “You know the warlord of Malsi. And his family.”

	“I should have known when you invited me to dinner that you had ulterior motives.” Still, Zula accepted the bowl. She picked up the smallest of the dried fruits and popped it in her mouth. “Hazards of a friendship with an ensii, I suppose.”

	Talitha’s mouth twisted into a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

	The silk cushions of the ensii’s private dining quarters were softer and thicker than most warlords ever dreamt of. Incense dowsed the stench of the city below with its sweet, smoky aroma. From their cushions, they had a view of the whole balcony overlooking Ilios and the Sandsea beyond. 

	“It was years ago.” Almost ten years ago. Sometimes, it seemed more a dream. “I’m an Ilian now.”

	“And I thank the Lonely God for it. You’re the closest thing I have to a sister. Even Esreth—” Talitha paused. 

	“Your cousin should have been born to a stone mason. Or perhaps a merchant.” It was a treasonous thing to say by some standards, but Zula couldn’t help the truth in it.

	Talitha lowered her head for a moment. “I can’t change what happened to my cousin.” Esreth’s killers were dead and there was no one left to hold accountable. 

	Yet Zula feared they would be suffering the fallout of Esreth’s rashness for years. Perhaps even generations. “Lakesh has been sending supplies to Aakni.”

	“So you’ve told me.”

	“We’ll have to deal with Ensaak Damara sooner or later.”

	Talitha was responsible for the deaths of the young warlord’s father and brother. Not to mention the ensii’s late cousin had stolen Damara’s bridegroom. But considering how things had worked out, the latter might be seen as a favor.

	“I know.” Talitha toyed with the dates on her own plate. “I asked the Malsi envoys about your brother.”

	Zula thrummed her fingers on the stem of her goblet. 

	“They said you didn’t have one.”

	Zula looked away. She regretted not attending that council, painful as it would have been. “They’re right.”

	“You told me your brother sold you as a battleslave. After a defeat in the northern borderlands.”

	Zula looked down. 

	Talitha inhaled a deep breath. “What’s the truth?”

	“I was a personal bodyguard to their ensaadi.” That much Talitha knew. Zula didn’t see the point in hiding the rest any longer. “And then something more.”
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