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      Some memories, you can never outrun. Even now, I can still close my eyes and lose myself in those fateful moments that immediately followed the discovery of the body—the victim I had been accused of killing.

      The soles of my soft leather boots barely made a sound as they pelted the cobblestones. The city guard was somewhere in the maze of streets behind me. I heard the armored men call out to one another in the distance as they searched, their voices echoing weirdly in the growing darkness. Even though a part of my mind was panicking, my instincts and training had kicked in. My breath came easily as I ran, and that analytical part of me that had been molded and honed by Admon calmly weighed each option as I selected my precarious route through the Imperial City.

      Admon.

      My foster-father had instructed me to go to the Great Temple of the Keeper of Secrets if things should go badly. They could hardly get any worse. A lump rose in my throat as I remembered making him promise to meet me there. I became painfully aware of the blood stuck between my fingers as they gripped my pack—his blood. Admon wouldn’t be meeting me anywhere ever again.

      I pushed my grief aside and turned down a side street. The scent of rotting garbage assaulted my nostrils from somewhere nearby. I breathed through my mouth and forced myself to ignore its rancid tang.

      I had to stay ahead of the guards. I also couldn’t risk leading them to the temple. Not only would it place my planned sanctuary in jeopardy, but I could only imagine what kind of disruption it would cause among the nobles.

      In the honor-bound society of the Dharakmeni Empire, a temple dedicated to the aspect of the goddess of thieves, spies, and assassins wasn’t supposed to exist. That was what the nobles pretended, at any rate. The public capture of an accused murderer on the temple steps would upset the delicate web of deception they had woven in the generations since the invading nobles had claimed the empire for their own.

      Now that Admon was gone, his plan to flee to the temple seemed an unnecessary risk. He could never have imagined I would be set adrift under these circumstances. But there was nowhere else to go. I had no friends in the city who would take me in, and Admon had been the only family I had left since the untimely death of my mother—unless you counted the unknown male courtesan who had sired me. Now Admon was gone, too.

      No, the temple was my only option. I would just have to be careful.

      I took another turning and nearly ran into a shadowy figure around the corner. I uttered a startled oath, my heart pounding in my ears. My hand darted to my mother’s dagger at my belt.

      “Razi?”

      I nearly dropped my weapon at the sound of a familiar voice uttering the shortened version of my name—one that was used by exactly three people. Two, now that Admon was gone.

      “Tashidi?” I spluttered.

      The cloaked figure pushed back his hood to reveal the pale face and angular elven features of Admon’s most trusted friend. A wave of relief washed over me. My knees buckled, and I leaned against a nearby wall for support. Tashidi was the last person I had expected to run into. The elf had not accompanied Admon and me to the city. I had assumed he was performing some secret task near Admon’s estate, which was a week’s journey away.

      “I almost attacked you,” I said, feeling somewhat giddy.

      “And I almost attacked you,” the elf said with a frown. “Razi, what are you doing out on the streets at this hour? Surely Admon has not sent you on an errand.”

      I looked into the pale blue eyes of my mentor and struggled to find the words to explain. “I…” I helplessly shook my head. “Tashidi, Admon is dead.”

      The words seemed to fall from my lips. My own voice sounded harsh in my ears. Ever since I had found Admon, part of me had hoped it was only a dream. Speaking those words out loud dashed those hopes, like a bucket of icy water.

      “What?” Tashidi’s fine brows disappeared under the fringed bangs of fiery red hair that gleamed copper in the moonlight.

      “I found him in his study.” The words came tumbling out. “He had been stabbed. I think… I think his killer tried to poison him first. There was a wineglass with sediment in the bottom. The entire room had been ripped apart—as if the killer had been searching for something.”

      I thought I had already cried myself out when I had discovered Admon’s body, but I felt my eyes start to sting anew as I remembered the scene.

      Tashidi passed a hand over his eyes and fell silent for several moments before speaking in a pained voice. “I always feared it might come to this. Admon’s work was dangerous, and he kept so much of it secret—even from me. But Razi, why are you running? You should be back at the manse while the city guard performs their investigation.”

      I let out a shuddering breath. “One of the servants saw me with Admon’s body and raised the alarm. They think I did it.”

      “Well, that will suit the killer’s needs quite nicely,” Tashidi said with bitter irony. “And it’s not as if the guards will be inclined to be thorough—not with an assassin involved. The nobles will want this hushed up as soon as possible.”

      “I was headed for the Great Temple,” I said. “I didn’t know where else to go. I didn’t even know you were in the city.”

      “I had some business to attend to back at the estate, but Admon asked me to meet him here afterward. I was on my way to the manse when I ran into you.”

      I knew better than to pry about the nature of Tashidi’s business. He often performed secret missions on Admon’s behalf. And at the moment, I had more pressing matters on my mind. I heard the voice of one of the guards somewhere nearby, accompanied by the soft jingle of chain mail. They were getting closer. My eyes darted to Tashidi’s in panic. I was painfully aware of Admon’s blood on my hands and tunic.

      “Tashidi, what do we do?”

      The elf shook his head. “The temple is too dangerous right now. I have a safe house nearby. We will hide there. Follow me.”

      Tashidi raised his hood and darted into the darkness, leaving me to stumble after him. Now that I had found my mentor, I felt my senses growing dull with grief. I did my best to fight the numbness as Tashidi led me through a series of turns. But when we arrived at his hideout, I couldn’t even remember how we had gotten there. I allowed him to guide me as I fell into a stupor. I knew he would take care of me.

      For the moment, I was safe.
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      I awoke sometime later into darkness. I sat up and rubbed the grit from my eyes. My lashes felt as if they had been glued shut. How long had I been asleep? I had no idea.

      A rough straw pallet prickled my fingers. The air was musty and damp. I pushed aside a coarse blanket and sat up with a faint rustle, waiting for my eyes to adjust.

      Where was I? The room was windowless and I sensed it was not large. The floor beneath the soles of my boots was formed of uneven stone blocks. I suppressed a shiver. Between the cool temperature and musty scent, I determined I must be somewhere underground.

      As dim shapes started to take form, I spied the glass dome outline of a lantern. I fumbled for the striking kit on my belt and lit the fuse. I winced against the sudden flare of light. My head felt like it had been filled with sand and my mouth tasted awful. My hair hung in dark brown tangles around my shoulders, which were bare. I looked down and realized my tunic was missing.

      I ran my weapon-callused hands over my torso in bemusement. I could find no sign of any wounds… Where was my tunic?

      I looked up and saw the familiar gray fabric of my servant disguise hanging over the back of a battered wooden chair a few feet away.

      It was covered in dried blood.

      Admon.

      My memories came flooding back. Finding Tahlia’s symbol in the alley. Learning she had been taken by Zamir under the guise of preparing for their upcoming wedding. Going to Admon for help to stop it…

      Finding Admon in his study.

      My throat tightened and my eyes stung, but I felt as if I had no more tears to give. My eyes and nose were swollen and my throat was raw. Even though I had no memory of arriving at this place, or how long I had been there, I had clearly done a great deal of grieving for Admon already.

      A soft creak from across the room sent me into an immediate crouch. My hand drifted to my belt in search of my mother’s dagger, only to find it missing. I snatched up the wooden chair instead, my tunic falling to the floor. I held the chair by the back with the legs pointed toward the door. It was an ungainly weapon, but it was the only thing at hand, unless I wanted to risk hurling the lantern.

      Tashidi’s familiar elven features came into view as the door swung wide. He raised an eyebrow at me. “I am glad to see you remember your lessons. May I come in?”

      I felt myself flush and lowered the chair to the floor. It was Tashidi who had taught me that anything could be used as a weapon if needed.

      The elf entered the room with his usual catlike grace. He balanced a wooden tray in one hand. “Are you hungry?”

      The scent of warm flatbread and grilled meat made my mouth water and my stomach rumble. I gave him an eager nod. Tashidi handed the tray over. I sank onto the straw pallet and practically inhaled the wrap he had brought me, washing it down with a mug of melon juice from the tray. I hadn’t known how hungry I was until that moment. The food helped to get rid of the sour taste in my mouth.

      Tashidi had settled on the chair to watch me eat. He gave me an appraising look with his pale eyes. “You look better today.” He gave a nod of satisfaction. “I will not have to drug you this time, I think.”

      I immediately stopped chewing. “Drug me?” I asked around a mouthful of food, my eyes widening in alarm.

      Tashidi sighed. “You were practically catatonic when I first brought you here. And then you seemed to go mad with grief. I was afraid you might do yourself harm, so I took your dagger and slipped something into your water to keep you calm.”

      I forced myself to swallow. “You drugged me?”

      I don’t know what bothered me more. That I had failed to notice, even after all my training, or that Tashidi had drugged me in the first place.

      The elf gave me a pointed look. “Admon would not thank me for allowing you to kill yourself. And you were in no condition to stop me.”

      I suppose I should have thanked him, but I could not quite bring myself to do it.

      “Where is my mother’s dagger?” I asked instead.

      Tashidi reached down and pulled it from his belt. He gave it a negligent flip and handed it to me hilt-first. I took it from him, running my fingers over its familiar surface in reassurance. The sapphire in the pommel glittered in the light of the lantern. I slid the blade back into its sheath on my belt, feeling a bit more like myself.

      “Thank you,” I said, actually meaning it. The dagger was all I had left of my mother.

      Tashidi lifted his shoulders in a careless shrug. “You would have done the same for me. I am glad you are yourself again. It has been difficult for me to gather any kind of information about what happened. I haven’t dared to leave you for more than a few hours at a time.”

      A sudden thought struck me. “Tashidi, how long have I been here?” A cold fear blossomed in the pit of my stomach.

      “Two days. This is the third. The sun has just risen. I got to the market early, before the rush.”

      Despite Tashidi’s negligent tone, his words struck me like a blow. Two whole days! And today was the third…

      Tahlia is marrying Zamir today.

      I felt as if I had been doused in ice water. I had counted on Admon helping me to stop the wedding, or helping to slip Tahlia away. He had known nothing about Tahlia, but I had trusted he would know what to do when I told him what had happened.

      Now, I was on my own.

      I had kept my friendship with Tahlia completely secret. I had only been willing to tell my foster-father about her when my back was against the wall. If Admon were still alive, I would have never considered telling Tashidi about Tahlia. But now he was gone.

      I knew I probably should tell Tashidi. He was the only other ally I had. But I stubbornly held back. The elf was my mentor and friend, but what existed between Tahlia and me felt too private to share. Admon had loved me like a son, and had been fighting to disrupt the corrupt status quo of the nobles as part of the greater good. I know he would not have hesitated to help me get Tahlia away from Zamir if I had asked it.

      Tashidi was Admon’s friend, but he had always served him out of personal loyalty. As far as I could tell, the elf seemed to have few scruples otherwise. His drugging me was case in point. I could not imagine Admon drugging me and going out to gather information while I was unconscious. But for Tashidi, the end justified the means. I could not risk his unpredictability where Tahlia was concerned.

      Tashidi continued speaking while all these thoughts raced through my mind, unaware of my distraction. I listened with half an ear.

      “This is a good hiding place,” he was saying. “The city guard will not think to look in the basement of an abandoned wine shop. They are still combing the city for you, of course. The servants gave them a fair description. But this shop was only recently vacated. The new owner is not due to arrive for a few more days. We will have to find another place by then, but I have a few I have been scouting⁠—”

      I blinked as his words sank in. “The city guard are still looking for me?”

      Tashidi rolled his pale eyes. “Of course. Someone has to be held accountable for the murder of a noble. Otherwise, it makes the city guard, and thus the emperor, look weak. It might also give other people ideas about bumping off nobles without being punished, if no public example is made.”

      I should have known. In the empire, justice was a hollow thing. Still, I looked down at the tray in my lap, the food forming a lump in my stomach.

      “I can’t believe the servants think I did it.”

      Tashidi gave me a wry smile. “One of them saw you with Admon’s blood on your hands and his body in your lap. What was he supposed to think?”

      I drew a swift breath of hurt. “But I would never⁠—”

      Tashidi raised a hand to forestall me. “I know. But that is how things stand. There is no other potential suspect for them to consider, unless the guard is willing to admit that the nobles’ spell-bound assassins exist. You must not take it personally. I was forced to enter the manse in secret, just in case anyone decided that an elf lurking around might be suspicious. Even though I am known to Admon’s staff, my kind are still newcomers in the empire.”

      “You went to the manse?” I blurted.

      “Right after I got you back here and made sure you were unable to do anything foolish.” He wrinkled his slender nose. “I wanted to have a look at the scene of the crime before the guards had a chance to contaminate it. They were still too busy running through the streets, looking for you.”

      I leaned forward on the pallet, making it rustle. “Did you find anything?”

      Admon’s study had been in shambles when I had arrived. Once I had discovered his body, I had been too overcome by shock and grief to investigate. My only contribution had been to secure his precious copy of The Book of Time in its locked drawer inside his desk. I had done it more out of habit than anything else.

      I slipped my hand into my pocket to reassure myself my key was still there. Admon had his own copy. I suddenly wished I had thought to find it, but there had been no chance once the servant had raised the alarm.

      “I found his desk key,” Tashidi said, as if reading my thoughts. He fished it out of his belt pouch to show me. “I left The Book of Time in its drawer. It was too large for me to bother smuggling out, and there are other copies available. But I did take this.”

      He revealed a small leather-bound book with dog-eared pages.
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      I frowned at the small book in Tashidi’s hand. “What is it?”

      Tashidi tilted his head. “You have never seen it before?” I felt him give me a measuring look.

      I widened my eyes. “Never.”

      It was true.

      Tashidi pursed his lips, as if in disappointment. “It seems to be some kind of journal. It is in Admon’s handwriting.”

      “A journal?”

      Admon had never mentioned such a thing to me. Then again, he had always kept his own secrets—even from me. My eyes narrowed.

      “What do you mean, ‘seems to be’?”

      Tashidi shrugged. “It is encrypted. Another one of Admon’s secrets. I had hoped you might know how to decipher it. I know there are some things he shared with you, and not with me.” I heard a trace of bitterness in his tone.

      “He never spoke to me of a journal, or a code,” I said, feeling bewildered.

      A sudden hunger struck me. What secrets lay within the journal’s contents? Had Admon recorded his search for my mother’s killer? He had promised to tell me all he knew once I had completed my novitiate. He had died before he had gotten the chance.

      Tashidi saw me eyeing the journal and placed it on the tray before me. The faint scent of leather and parchment mingled with the lingering traces of my breakfast.

      “Perhaps you know more than you think you do. Have a look, and see what you make of it. In the meantime, I should see about securing our next hiding place.”

      He rose from the chair to his feet in a fluid motion. “I should be back before nightfall. There is more food upstairs, if you get hungry.”

      He left me with the journal sitting on the tray. I snatched it up and flipped through its contents. The pages were high-grade parchment, creamy and smooth beneath my fingers. The handwriting was Admon’s, sure enough. I felt a pang as I recognized his familiar, graceful style.

      The words were complete gibberish.

      Each letter had been precisely written in the imperial script, but I could make no sense of any of the words. Was it a different language? Or had Tashidi been right, and it was some kind of code? Even though I knew I had more immediate problems to solve, the puzzle—and the potential of learning the secrets my foster-father had kept involving my mother’s murder—intrigued me.

      From somewhere upstairs, I heard the faint creak of a door shutting, followed by the click of a lock. I waited several moments in breathless silence to make certain Tashidi did not return.

      Nothing.

      I set the tray aside and left the room with the journal clutched in my hand. A large cellar lay beyond, which I ignored. I crept up a narrow set of stone stairs, careful to make no sound. I eased the basement door ajar and peered out from the shadows.

      The main floor was silent and empty. Tashidi was gone.

      I darted out into a kitchen area. The windows were boarded, but slivers of morning sunlight filtered through the cracks, illuminating dust motes that filtered through the air. I caught sight of my pack and cloak in a far corner of the room, as well as the additional food Tashidi had promised on a nearby table. I crept over to my pack and fished out a fresh tunic in servant gray, cramming some of the food in its place. I rose to my feet, swirling my cloak around my shoulders. I raised my hood to cover my face.

      It would be warm at this time of day, but if the guard were still looking for me, I couldn’t afford to be seen. I tucked Admon’s journal into my pack before hoisting it onto my shoulder.

      Even though I was eager to decipher its contents, the journal would have to wait.

      I had a wedding to stop.
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      I knew better than to go to the temple district. Zamir was an arrogant noble, eager to make a name for himself within his clan. He would never consider pandering to Tahlia’s merchant-class family by having a temple wedding. Most imperial nobles stubbornly ignored the existence of the Thousand-Faced goddess, despite her popularity among the lower classes. No, Zamir would have a purely secular ceremony, most likely at his own property in the city. He had taken Tahlia days before the wedding under the guise of hospitality, but it was obvious to anyone who had met Zamir that Tahlia had become his prisoner. He would avoid having her out in public as much as possible and keep her within his own domain to avoid complications.

      I wove through the city streets, my eyes constantly moving for signs of the city guard or any of Admon’s servants running an errand. I sweated beneath the hood of my cloak and forced myself to maintain a casual pace. I seemed to meander, with no real destination in mind, stopping frequently to inspect the stalls of various merchants in the marketplace. The familiar scent of freshly baked berry tarts reminded me of Tahlia with a pang. These pauses allowed me the opportunity to glance over my shoulder for any potential followers. My path took me steadily toward the richer part of the city where the nobles’ manses were located, but I had to clear the marketplace first.

      The streets were crowded with commoners and servants, eager to complete their errands and move on with their day. The air was filled with a babel of voices as merchants hawked their wares and customers haggled. It was still too early for any nobles to be up and about, which was something. At least I didn’t have to contend with over-protective guards and litter bearers in the press of bodies. Every time I caught sight of a member of the city guard in the crush, I made sure to avert my hooded face, my heart pounding in my chest.

      At the center of the market, I paused. A large stone pillar jutted from the cobblestones. This was where official news from the imperial throne was posted for all to see. For those who could not read, some enterprising commoner was usually around to decipher the postings in return for a few coins. The area around the pillar was always a bit crowded, but today it struck me as busier than usual.

      “They haven’t caught the murderer yet, have they?” I heard a woman demand in a huffy voice. I found myself pausing to listen.

      “I couldn’t see anything new about it, dear, other than the poster,” a man replied in a mild-mannered tone.

      “If they had caught him, they would have said so,” the woman insisted. “A noble gets murdered in his own house, and the killer gets away… We’ll all be murdered in our beds!”

      “Now, dear, I don’t think we have that much to worry about. Any noble is bound to have enemies. I hardly think⁠—”

      “A knife-wielding maniac is loose in the city, and you don’t think we have anything to worry about?” I winced as the woman’s voice rose to a shriek.

      “Ah, perhaps I should try to get to the front again and have another look,” the man hastily replied.

      I stood on tiptoe and peered over the shoulders of the gathered crowd as a sinking feeling formed in the pit of my stomach.

      My own face stared back at me from a large poster on the pillar.

      It was a fair rendering, made in full color. Hazel eyes looked out at the gathered crowd from a lean face, surrounded by shoulder-length, dark brown hair. My full name was emblazoned in large letters above the image, dispelling any excuse I might have conjured of the likeness being a coincidence.

      Raziel ben Moriah al-Zamad: Wanted for the murder of Admon Zamadi al-Tahlid.

      I slipped into the crowd behind me, before I managed to betray myself.

      Tashidi had warned me, but I had not wanted to believe it. In a way, it was ironic. If the city guard had known Admon’s death was related to the nobles’ secret assassins, the whole thing would have been hushed up. But since his foster-son had been witnessed fleeing the scene of the crime with blood on his hands, it had become a public affair. I shook my head to myself from beneath my hood. How had everything gone so wrong?

      After the scene in the marketplace, I was even more cautious approaching the noble district. I resisted the urge to hesitate as I passed Admon’s manse with my hood drawn low. A pair of somber-faced guards with black armbands stood outside the front door. Even though I recognized them, I didn’t dare reveal my presence. The curtains of the household had all been dyed charcoal in mourning. I briefly wondered whether Admon’s funeral had been held yet. I bit my lip against the threat of tears as I realized I would not be able to attend and made myself continue walking.

      The streets were less busy here. I definitely stood out more with my cloak and raised hood in the humid morning air, which carried the perfumed scent of the nobles’ gardens. I briefly wondered whether I should have invested in some kind of disguise, but I had been too worried about Tahlia to take the extra time. I forced myself to walk with a confident sense of purpose, opting for boldness over stealth.

      If I encountered anyone who tried to stop me, I was confident I could deal with them. Perhaps my newfound reputation as a ‘knife-wielding maniac’ could even be used to my advantage. But I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      The manses were arranged in blocks according to house and clan. Once I located the Fakrati block within the Zhahadi clan, it would be easy enough to pick out which of the manses was hosting a wedding. Then I could disappear from the streets and approach the household from another angle using stealth.

      Beyond that, I had no plan.

      Identifying the manses of the Zhahadi clan was a simple matter. The marble facings of the sprawling complexes bore the winged serpent crest I had seen on Zamir’s palanquin outside the shop of Tahlia’s parents the first time Tahlia and I had met. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      I continued without pause through the stretch of Zhahadi manses, which cast the street in shadow. To any casual observer, I had no interest, but my eyes were busy beneath the hood of my cloak. I turned a corner and continued toward the edges of the Zhahadi clan’s domain. The Fakrati house was still a young one, and would be farther from the heart of the clan’s power and wealth. After what seemed like an eternity, I saw flags bearing the Fakrati’s green and gold standard.

      As I had expected, Zamir’s manse was easy enough to spot. Bolts of gold and cream silk hung in buntings from the front windows of the manse in an ostentatious display. The front doors were flung open to admit a steady stream of servants bearing additional decorations and food for the wedding. According to tradition, the ceremony would take place at noon.

      My target found, I ducked around a corner into a side street. I waited in the shadows for several moments to make certain no one followed. Once I was reassured I was alone, I continued down the empty side street, which I calculated would take me to the area that backed onto Zamir’s manse.

      Breaking into a noble’s domain in broad daylight was no easy feat. Thanks to my training with Admon and Tashidi, I had plenty of practice at such things. Still, the stakes this time were much higher than a potential reprimand from my foster-father for allowing myself to get caught.

      I reached the other end of the side street and peered around the corner.

      I could see the high walls that surrounded Zamir’s manse. I had no doubt I could climb them, but the guards patrolling the perimeter might be a problem. I ducked back into the side street to consider.

      Admon had always been fond of hiding in plain sight. If he were here, he would likely have us dressed in servant garb, which would allow us to slip in among the chaos of the wedding preparations. Knowing Admon, he would have probably even acquired a copy of the blueprints to Zamir’s manse, so we would know where we needed to go.

      But if Admon were here, I would not be wanted for murder, with my face posted in the market square.

      I would have to climb the walls.

      I knew it would be safer to wait for the cover of darkness, but I didn’t dare. The guests would be arriving in a matter of hours, and once the ceremony was complete, Zamir would be eager to steal Tahlia away on her own to take what was owed to him as her new husband. I felt my hands ball into fists at the thought.

      It was likely he had asserted his rights as her betrothed already. I had already walked in on him trying to force himself on Tahlia once before. And Tahlia had been enjoying Zamir’s ‘hospitality’ for at least two days now…

      My stomach churned, and a hot surge of anger flooded through me. I knew Tashidi would chide me for allowing my emotions to get the best of me. But Tashidi was not here. I slammed my fist into the hard stone of the wall beside me to vent some of my frustration. Perhaps if I had gone after Tahlia right away, instead of going to Admon for help…

      Admon would still be dead, but at least Tahlia would be safe. For a moment, the fact that I had managed to fail my foster-father and Tahlia both almost crushed me with despair. I shook my stinging right hand and massaged it with my left.

      I suddenly caught sight of the silver crescent scar on my left palm—the mark of my vow to the goddess. A strange sense of peace washed over me.

      What was done was done. All I could do now was pick up the pieces. I peered around the corner at the wall surrounding Zamir’s estate once more. The guards’ booted feet echoed a steady rhythm on the cobblestones as they worked their patrol.

      I allowed the sense of calm to envelop me and focused on finding my way in.
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      In the end, the patrolling guards did not prove so difficult. Their route was a regular one. During a brief interval while one pair walked around the corner and the other had their backs turned, I skimmed up the wall like a squirrel. I dropped down to the other side just as the roaming patrol returned.

      Normally, my intrusion in Zamir’s gardens would likely have been noticed, but the grounds were already filled with busy servants, staging an elaborate dais beneath a silken awning for the wedding couple and preparing food. The scent of grilled meat drifted toward me as I crouched behind a hedge and tried to untangle my cloak from its prickly branches. I winced as a thorn caught on my bare hand and suppressed the urge to curse. Servants and overseers called back and forth from only a few feet away, making sure everything was just so.

      No one had noticed me.

      I was inside Zamir’s walls, but I still had no idea how to reach Tahlia. She could be anywhere in the manse. The marble building was not quite as large as Admon’s, but it was close. I remembered how long it had taken me to search Admon’s manse from top to bottom on the fateful day I had found my mother’s portrait hidden in the basement, years ago.

      I knew I didn’t have that kind of time.

      My mind turned over the problem. In addition to Tahlia potentially being anywhere inside the manse, there was also the possibility of Zamir keeping her closeted in some kind of guarded or secret chamber to prevent her escape. Their marriage was no love match, but a matter of convenience. Zamir would get a stake in the successful fabric and clothing business of Tahlia’s parents, while her family received elevated status in exchange.

      Something for everyone—except Tahlia.

      Zamir was fully aware of the reluctance of his bride-to-be. He wouldn’t take any chances. I bit my lip in frustration as the only sensible option presented itself.

      Since I did not know where to find her, I would have to wait for Tahlia to come to me.

      I gazed upward at the rising sun. She would be in the garden, getting married soon. I hated the idea of waiting. But it was the only plan that made sense.

      I settled myself in the shadow of the hedge and waited.
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      I saw little of the wedding itself—other than the well-clothed backs of the guests who sat on rows of fringed seating cushions, just in front of the hedge that shielded me. I tried to get a better look when I heard the dreaded fanfare of the wedding march, but everyone stood, blocking my view.

      Listening to the vows had been the hardest part.

      As much as I wanted to burst forth in protest as I heard Tahlia repeat the required words in her familiar, lilting voice, I knew it would be suicide. I would have to wade through an entire crowd to reach her, and even at a wedding, most of the men carried some sort of jeweled weapon.

      So I waited behind the hedge. The rich scent of roasted meat from the nearby wedding feast left a sour taste in my mouth as my stomach churned in frustration.

      I did my best to tell myself the wedding did not matter. I would take Tahlia away, and it would be as if it never happened. And if Zamir tried to stop me, I would kill him.

      I really hoped he would try to stop me.

      Despite my fearsome reputation since Admon’s murder, and all my extensive training, I had never killed before. But I had no problem imagining killing Zamir.

      Much to my surprise and annoyance, the Fakrati lord did not retire with his new bride immediately after the ceremony. I languished for hours behind the hedge, shifting occasionally to prevent cramping as Zamir played at holding court over the rest of his guests. They were mostly made up of other Fakrati lordlings and Tahlia’s family and friends from the upper merchant class.

      The other Fakrati house members were clearly jealous of Zamir’s new source of wealth, while the merchants were jealous of his noble status. Still, everyone fawned outrageously to gain Zamir’s favor. Zamir played the role of magnanimous host to the hilt. He wielded his power like a club over his guests, watching them dance in attendance while he made a show of holding his new bride close. His dark, oiled ringlets gleamed in the afternoon sun beneath his gaudily jeweled wedding turban, and the finely embroidered silks that hugged his bulky frame were clearly the handiwork of Tahlia’s parents. A curved sword with a jewel-studded hilt hung from his belt.

      I could not make out Tahlia’s features from where I hid, but my heart seemed to give a painful twist each time she turned her head in the direction of my hiding place. From this distance, the warm, brown eyes that marked her common-born heritage were not visible. Between her dark hair and silken wedding finery, she could have passed for a noble, which no doubt suited her new husband. A cream-colored veil edged in gold trim obscured the lower half of her face. According to tradition, Zamir would remove it once he escorted her to his bedchamber.

      Even though I could not read her expression, Tahlia seemed stiff under her new husband’s proprietary caresses and she spoke little. Her cream and gold dress was no less elegant than Zamir’s attire. I could not help noticing how it showed her slender, curved form to its best advantage. Her long, dark hair hung in loose waves around her bare shoulders. Despite her loveliness, she looked young and vulnerable next to her large husband, who was old enough to be her father.

      I desperately wished there was some way I could let her know I was there. But with Zamir clutching her to his side and an entire crowd of guests, as well as a group of hired musicians playing lively background music on sitar and timbale standing between us, there was nothing I could do. I gritted my teeth and continued to wait as the sun crawled across the sky and began to set.

      Tashidi would surely be back at the abandoned wine shop by now. I hoped he would not worry too much when he found me gone.

      Finally, as twilight started to descend upon the city and the manse’s lanterns were lit, the guests began to drift toward their waiting litters and palanquins for home. Zamir took the opportunity to bid each one of them farewell, barely disguising his gloating over his newly acquired wealth and bride beneath a thin veneer of hospitality. As soon as the grounds had cleared, he turned to the waiting servants.

      “Get this cleaned up.” He waved to encompass the wedding decorations with a ringed hand. “I wish to breakfast out here in the morning, once I have finished investigating my beloved’s testaments about her fertility. At length.”

      It took all my strength not to hurl my dagger at him in that moment. Tahlia had tried telling Zamir she was barren in an effort to dissuade him from their marriage. Needless to say, it hadn’t worked. He had laughed in her face, saying he would claim one of his concubine’s children as hers if necessary.

      Zamir leered at Tahlia as the servants sprang into action. “Come along, wife.”
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