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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


KUSHAILA


Amani bint Tariq: a young village girl from Cadiz kidnapped to the imperial palace. The body double to the Imperial Heir, Maram, and temporarily a rebel.


Maram vak Mathis: the half-Kushaila, half-Vathek daughter of King Mathis and Queen Najat, and the Imperial Heir to Andala and the Vathek empire.


Idris ibn Salih: the scion of the Banu Salih and Maram’s fiancé.


Tala: Amani’s handmaiden and confidante.


‘Imad Mas’udi: one half of the ruling pair of the Banu Mas’ud; I’timad’s twin brother.


I’timad Mas’udi: one half of the ruling pair of the Banu Mas’ud; ‘Imad’s twin sister.


Khulood al-Nasiriyya: the ruler of the Banu Nasir.


Tariq: Khulood’s younger brother and heir.


Itou al Ziyadia: the exiled Dowager Sultana of Andala and former Ziyadi queen. Maram’s grandmother.


Najat al Ziyadia: Maram’s deceased mother, the last Ziyadi queen of Andala. Brokered the peace between Andala and the Vath.


ZIDANE


Rabi’a bint Ifran: the newly risen ruler of the Banu Ifran.


Buchra bint Ifran: Rabi’a’s younger sister.


Furat al Wattasia: the last living Wattasi, living largely in exile with the dowager sultana. Maram’s distant cousin.


TAZALGHIT


Arinaas: Massinia reborn and the leader of the rebellion.


Tinit al-Hurra: Massinia’s mother, and the queen of the Tazalghit.


THE VATH


King Mathis: king of the Vath, committed patricide to gain control of the empire. Father to Maram and her elder half sister, Galene.


Nadine cagir Elon: the high stewardess of the Ziyaana and Maram’s caretaker.


Galene vak Mathis: Maram’s half sister and aspirant to the Vathek crown.


Ofal vak Miranous: Maram’s cousin and one of the only family members she gets along with.




ONE



NASIB: PRELUDE






PROLOGUE



Once upon a time, there was a girl—a nestling—and she was a glorious creature. Born of sacred fire, cloaked in jeweled feathers, she could pass from one realm to another, could cross the space between stars as easy as breathing. She was raised in a crystalline palace wreathed in sacred flame.


When the nestling was a child, long before she’d ever been sent out into the world, her mother told her the story of her long-ago ancestor, Tayreet.


Fi youm minal ayaam …


Once upon a time …


Like the nestling, Tayreet had grown to strength in the heart of their sacred city, and like the nestling, she’d been sent down to their lost kin as a symbol of strength and war. High above a battlefield an arrow pierced Tayreet’s breast and knocked her from the sky. When the prince hunting her found her, her body had loosed its natural bird shape and taken on a human one.


The prince loved her from the first, and Tayreet him.


The nestling was always astonished that anyone might fall in love with their hunter, and her cousin had scoffed and tugged on a white braid.


“Not a real arrow, nestling,” her cousin said. “Love. Love knocked her from her lofty perch.”


How awful, the nestling remembered thinking.


In the center of the palace was a room with nothing but windows and mirrors. From there the nestling could see everything. They showed her life far away, across galaxies and in places hidden away by star dust. In the far corner of the room, wreathed in shadow, was a great mirror, many times as tall as she was. Consigned to shadows but for the great crack that ran through its center, she nonetheless sat in front of it for hours. Its gilt frame was carved with images of birds and lions and spears, and any time she stepped close she felt a pulse of life.


Until at last, one day, it woke and showed her the image of another girl. A princess.


She was young and stone-faced, cloaked in black. Around her forehead was a gold coronet, studded with a single green gem. Her small hand was engulfed by an elder woman’s larger one, and she didn’t move—she seemed to not breathe at all. A moment later, a procession passed in front of her bearing a coffin draped in green.


She didn’t see the princess again, not for many years, though she went to the mirror nearly every day. It showed her other things: the cost of war on the princess’s planet, loss of life, rebellion and the rebellion’s end. The nestling thought that, perhaps, the stone-faced girl had died. And then one day the nestling returned to the mirror, a woman grown, and found that the princess had grown too, and that she had a twin. Somehow, she knew which was the princess she’d seen all those years ago at the funeral and which was her double.


Please, the double said. Let me explain.


Nothing you say will fix this, the princess said, and though her expression was as stone-faced as it had been at the funeral, the nestling could hear a world of grief buried in that single sentence.


I was sincere, the double said.


A viper is never sincere.


Please, Maram. I took your place and risked my life for you.


Maram, the nestling repeated softly to herself, tasting the name for the first time.


And then a woman with silver hair entered.


She saved a rebel, the woman said, and laid her hand on the princess’s shoulder. A person hired to kill you.


Her heart skipped a beat, startled at the idea that the princess might have died, and she never would have known. Would the mirror have shown her? Would it have revealed a second funeral procession?


Fate intervened as it always did, and for the first time the nestling was commanded from her sacred city and into the war-ravaged world below. It should have surprised her that she was directed to the double she’d seen instead of Maram herself—it didn’t. Despite her fascination, there was something about the double—even as she’d begged she’d seemed regal.


The double had saved someone’s life. She’d taken the princess’s place in the line of fire.


Sacred fire only ever came to the brave and courageous. Hope was given to a person who might reshape the world. The nestling watched it take root in the double, watched the way light returned slowly and chased out the shadows that lived in her now. Saw the double draw in the heat that was a matter of course for someone like her, saw it give strength to her spine and speed to her will.


And from His first creatures He made stars, glowing hot with their fire and warmth.


All may see the stars, but few will see their forbears. And those whose eyes see golden fire We say heed Us and listen.


For We have sent unto you a Sign. See it and take heed.


The nestling’s wings unfurled and the double gasped as she cried out and launched herself up and into the sky.


She was meant to return to her sacred city.


She did not.
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In a city in the heart of the world, in a palace in its very center, was a slave—a girl. Once upon a time the girl had borne ancestral markings on her face and danced happily among family and friends. She’d been kidnapped, as all girls in stories were, and brought against her will to the royal palace to serve as body double to a princess. Once upon a time, the girl—I—had been a rebel, and forced to make a choice between the rebellion and a princess who had undergone a spell of transformation herself. I’d chosen the princess and saved her life. The price had been high—my family was beaten, and I was threatened with their lives.


On ancient maps of Andala, Walili was the center of the world—all the world on the map was oriented to it, and all roads led to it. The palace had once been its exact center. The “center” was, of course, relative. The world was a globe, and unless Walili had once lived in its core, it was no more central than Shafaqaat or Al Hoceima. And yet it had become the center of my world, cut off as I was from the rest of it. Six weeks had passed in the center of the world. Six weeks of being cut off from the rest of it, being cut off from news, from everyone and everything, save Tala. Tala, my first friend, who even now in the shadow of my greatest mistake, remained with me. Remained kind.


A near impossible feat in a place like the Ziyaana.


In my isolation I’d requested a loom and wool to weave. I’d missed the old comforts of my village, and though as a child I’d resented turning wool to yarn, and yarn into tapestry, my days in the Ziyaana were empty unless I was called upon to serve. Tala obliged me and sometimes joined me when I offered to teach her.


In Tanajir, the village of my childhood, I would have made the loom myself, would have heckled my brothers Husnain and Aziz as they attempted to shear sheep the next village over, would have helped in spinning and dying it. Here, all those steps were taken care of by someone else, so I could begin designing the tapestry almost immediately. In the last six weeks I’d managed to produce a tapestry of Massinia, the prophet of Dihya, with her tesleet companion behind her. It was a poor replica of the mural on Ouzdad, but I’d done the best rendering I could.


If I could, I would have worked on the tapestry all day. But the third bell of the morning roused me from my reverie, and despite the enclosure of this wing, the desert chill still managed to seep in early in the morning and late at night. The autumn months were finally here. On Cadiz the first frost would be appearing, coating windows and whatever was left in the orchards and rose fields. I would be darning my winter cloaks, and likely arguing with Husnain over whether we wanted to risk poaching the small foxes that lived at the foot of the mountains. A small crime that I would have gladly gone along with in the past, but with the burning of the orchards before my abduction, would have seemed foolhardy—tempting the Vath soldiers for more trouble.


A small smile stole across my features, then faded. I was lucky he yet lived—Aziz had likely had to tie him up to keep him from reaching out to the rebels the Vath suspected of hiding on our small moon.


I was still thinking of him and the rest of my family when Tala came to collect me.


“The high stewardess has commanded your presence,” she said softly. I set the loom down, throat dry.


“Now?” I asked. She nodded.


“Come. Let’s get you dressed quickly.”


I dressed, and once done, Tala draped a hooded mantle over my shoulders and drew the hood over my hair. Our walk was short and quiet, and at last we returned to the aviary where I’d held my first audience with Nadine. The high stewardess sat on a chair as she had on our first meeting, flanked by four droids and with Maram to her right. Maram didn’t acknowledge our entrance, but the droids came to attention and Nadine smiled.


All these weeks I’d dreaded my next meeting with Nadine. She was the shadow cast over my internment, my jailer and kidnapper, determined to break me by any means. I expected to feel small and afraid as I sank to my knees before her.


I didn’t.


A hot anger sat in the pit of my belly, churning. Anger at the stewardess and everything she represented, and anger at myself for my ignorance. She was an adversary I’d never accounted for, the hand on Maram’s cradle, the snake in the grass, the whisper in her ear. If not for Nadine, perhaps, I might have convinced Maram of the truth: that I was her friend, her sister. Nadine’s arrogance and hatred had stolen my home, hurt my family, and finally turned my friend away from me.


“How penitent you seem,” she drawled, coming to stand over me.


“My lady,” I murmured, then raised my head a little. “Your Highness.”


Maram did not meet my gaze. There was a dazed look to her, as if she had slipped somewhere deep inside herself. She had no desire to be here, I realized with a start. Did she not want to see me? What had transpired in the six weeks since we’d seen each other last? I knew her, though Nadine, I was sure, wished I didn’t. I knew greatness and kindness lay in her. I knew that if given the chance, she would be a great queen. That if given the strength, she would stand up for what was right. Maram understood the weight of her mother’s legacy, as much as she had shied from it in the end. If she were out of Nadine’s shadow, I knew—


“Do you know why you are alive?” Nadine said.


“I am Maram’s only twin,” I said, rather than hold my tongue.


“The penitence was a ruse, then?” Nadine said. The droids raised their arms as one. “Some contrition would be worth your while, girl.”


“I have done my duty,” I replied, still looking at Maram. “She is alive.”


Maram stared at me, her eyes blank, her chin propped up on the heel of her hand. She looked as a traumatized child might—she had endured this particular horror before, and today she had shut down and refused to engage.


“She’s right,” she said dully and made a gesture with her hand. The droids retracted their weapons and returned to standing attention. “Get on with it, Nadine.”


I frowned in confusion. It?


“In a week,” Nadine said—was that glee?—and returned to her seat, “Her Highness will be getting married. The wedding is a public affair. You will take her place.”


My eyes widened in horror. Never would I have imagined that I would have to go through her marriage on her behalf.


I had given Idris up after seeing what Nadine would do to my family. Like my connection to the rebels, the cost of our relationship was too high. I loved him—Dihya knew how much I loved him—but there was no world in which we could be together.


“It’s a sacred rite,” I gasped out. “For the Vath and the Kushaila. You cannot mean to have me proxy for you?”


Proxy marriages were an old and antiquated tradition. In the past they were the product of distance and necessity. In some places, parents proxied for their children. But we all of us understood that regardless of who went through the ritual, it was the people on whose behalf we enacted those rituals that were married. And so, though it would be me standing there, Maram and Idris would be the ones who were wed.


She raised an eyebrow, and the Maram I’d known at the beginning of my sojourn in the Ziyaana appeared.


“Yes,” she drawled. “It is entirely reasonable that I should allow Idris, my political shield among your people, to marry my shield, a farmer’s daughter.”


I struggled to not lower my gaze, even as I flushed hot with embarrassment. “Then why?” I whispered.


“Sending a proxy in place is perfectly legal. It will not take away from its sanctity and legitimacy. He will still be married to me.” Her face was now entirely blank, her voice flat. I was in the grip of a panic, my chest tight with anxiety. I did not want to see him again, to watch those feelings rise up, to have a hand in giving him to someone else.


“But—” I started.


“It is public,” Nadine repeated. “And this is why you yet live. If you will shirk your duty, then I will march you to the executioner.”


I almost reached for Maram, almost begged. The intervening weeks had healed the wound of letting him go, of tearing him out of my heart. This—going through the motions of a marriage to him for someone else—would undo it all.


Maram stood from her chair as silent as a ghost and walked to me. The hems of her skirts brushed over my knees.


“Is there a problem?” she asked softly. “Or are all your words hollow?”


I drew in a shuddering breath and closed my eyes.


“No, Your Highness,” I said. “I am capable of fulfilling my duty.”


Her hand came beneath my chin, the hold gentle, as if she were cradling a child. As if the look in her eye—that she might take my head at any moment—was not there.


“Understand, Amani,” she said softly, “I would do anything just to spite you.”


And then her hand was gone, and she swept out of the room, an orchestra of fluttering skirts and the chime of jewelry following in her wake.
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The weeks passed in a blur of fittings and preparation. I had taken in some crucial part of Maram in our time of knowing each other, so falling back into her mannerisms and speech felt like slipping into an old gown. The day of the wedding dawned like any other—I was in the center of the world, but I was not its center. No one cared that my world was about to collapse. No one cared that I was about to go through an unimaginably cruel thing in the name of a sovereign nation that had colonized mine.


I sat in a stone tub, its surface covered in flowers. Tala stood in the entryway, hands folded in front of her, an eyebrow raised. Serving girls waited quietly in the dressing chamber just beyond the entryway.


“Daydreaming?” she asked, voice mild.


“No,” I said softly. “Just … preparing for the inevitable.”


“Come, Your Highness,” she said. “We have much to do today, and not very much time to do it.”


I climbed out of the bath and into the towel waiting for me and dried off efficiently.


The room was quiet as I dressed, with Tala taking lead on guiding the other serving girls. The qaftan was tea and dark gold in color, made of a luxurious velvet, its skirts slashed with silk panels. The bodice was embroidered in ivory thread, a spill of feathers from my shoulders and over my chest, and there was a slender gold belt that went around the waist. The back along my shoulders and down to my hips was made of delicate lace, dyed a pale, tea-like gold, and so too were the insides of the qaftan’s sleeves. My hair was smoothed back, the ends braided and threaded with strands of pearls then wound into a bun. From my throat hung several silver strands studded with gleaming red stones, and around my forehead was a silver coronet, with the same stone at its center. I hadn’t missed wearing Maram’s elegant finery during my time of seclusion. Plain and comfortable qaftans suited me, and I’d liked the way I’d slowly returned to myself in the last month and a half. I was not Maram, and a part of me resented that I would have to be her again, and under such circumstances.


Tala bade me stand and circled me for a moment before producing two hairpieces, a collection of a dozen thin pearl strands. She pinned one on the hair behind each ear. Then came the Vathek crown. Nestled in my curls was a gold wreath that wrapped around the crown of my head. Different flowers, all alien to Andalaan soil, all representative of the wishes of the Vath for their newly married brides. Health, longevity, endurance, fertility: not so foreign, and yet entirely foreign at the same time.


Maram’s wedding ceremony would likely be the first of its kind. When her parents, Najat, queen of Andala, and Mathis, her conqueror, married, Najat conceded to a wholly Vathek ceremony. I imagined in part because none of the Kushaila would be able to feign the joy inherent in our rites for such a marriage. But a marriage between Maram and Idris would be—or at least was meant to represent—a marriage between nations and cultures. The ceremony would have to reflect that. A part of me was glad. It would make it easier to live in the reality: this was not my wedding. I was not the one marrying Idris.


It was easy to forget when I was with Idris, but he—and all the children of makhzen families—were hostages. There was little they did—little that Idris did—that was not monitored. There were few choices available to him. And hanging over every choice he made, just as it hung over mine, was the safety of his family.


He had never been mine. We’d only been skilled in creating the illusion that we could belong to each other instead of the Vath.


If this were my wedding, if I were back in Cadiz, if I’d had the freedom to choose, to marry—all of this would be different. I would have worn henna for more than a day so that its stain was as close to black as I could get it, a complement to the sharp, geometric lines of daan that would still be on my face. My clothes would be heavier, brighter, in green or gold or blue. I would be surrounded by women: my mother, Khadija, all of the khaltous of my village.


I would not have been alone, reflecting on my impending marriage rites. My heart would not be filled with dread nor my fingers stiff with fear. If I’d been marrying Idris in truth—


Tala bade me stand and at last deemed my transformation complete. I stared in the mirror, my mind carefully blank lest I give myself away to the other serving girls. The woman who stared back was neither Amani nor Maram, but a princess who resembled neither. She was aloof and remote, without the great rage that characterized Maram or the innocence that had characterized me for a time. “Are you ready, Your Highness?” she asked.


I turned away from the mirror. “Yes.”


“You have done well,” Tala said. She lowered her voice and squeezed my hand, out of earshot of the others. “Your family remains safe.”


“For how long?” I said quietly, then shook my head. This was not the time or place. Whatever Dihya’s plans for me, they’d not yet revealed themselves. And in the meantime, I had to pacify both Nadine and Maram.


“I know this is difficult,” Tala began.


“It is inevitable,” I interrupted. “The dream is over, and the story finished, Tala.”


She looked, remarkably, as upset as I was. I covered her hand, which lay on my shoulder, with mine.


“There are worse endings,” I said, as much to myself as to her.


She smiled sadly. “There are better ones, too.”


There were many outside waiting to witness Maram’s purification, her ascent from adolescent girl into a woman willing to enter a savage’s home in the name of her empire. Nadine stood in the doorway, her silver hair gleaming in the bright sunlight. There were no embellishments on the dark gray gown she wore, and from her neck hung a pendant signifying her class: High Vathek, and stewardess to the king.


“The water is ready,” she said.


Beyond the preparation chamber was a flat open-air pavilion hung with lightweight scarves, all in white, and lined with creamy marble columns. Cut through the middle of the pavilion was a pool of still, crystalline water. And standing all around were women of the highest echelons of Vathek and Andalaan nobility. Beyond the pavilion, in the open air, were high-ranking city folk—merchants, magistrates, and so on. People high enough to warrant an invitation, but too low to merit a front-row seat.


I stepped into the water, no more than an inch deep. As I walked, Vathek and Andalaan alike flicked sanctified oil toward me.


Finally, I reached the end of the pool. I stepped out and knelt on the waiting cushion as Nadine and Maram’s elder half sister, Galene, came to stand over me.


“Be blessed,” they said, as Galene tipped a small vase of oil over my hair.


Be blessed echoed back from the crowd, reverberating and out of sync. I felt a chill rush up and down my spine. Sometimes it was easy to forget that the Vath were aliens to our world. And the soft, rising murmur, like wind ripping through grass, so different than any wedding celebration I’d ever attended, reminded me. No crying out, no expressions of joy, no singing. Only stately whispers.


Be blessed.


I didn’t think, no matter how much all those attending believed in those words, that it was possible.


A pair of serving girls came forward with a great blue veil of sheer cloth, its edges stitched in the Kushaila style with gold thread. In the Vathek style it would have been white and not so sheer, and as a compromise it was as large as a Vathek veil. The two held it carefully over the gold wreath atop my head and draped it just so, as another serving girl came forward with a pair of gold slippers for me to put on.


I rose to my feet and caught a glimpse of my reflection—of a woman preparing to face a planet that hated her to marry a prince they loved. I loved—we all had loved—stories of clever girls of little means who’d risen high above their rank to marry a prince. Khadija and I had spent hours telling and retelling them to each other, imagining a world where it was possible. I’d imagined—


The dream was over, the story done.


I was grateful for the veil. For the first time in many months, I felt as I had during my first days in the Ziyaana. Not even Tala’s presence beside me carrying the trail of my gown could alleviate the loneliness. The crowd was silent and hushed, though I heard the whir of camera probes and the soft murmur of journalists narrating to their liaisons across the galaxy.


The first words of a Kushaila wedding song rang out over the crowd and at last my tears fell as the whole city seemed to echo in song.


I didn’t remember the ceremony. I was conscious of the fact that Idris never let go of my hand. That we knelt side by side as the ceremony progressed. That at some point the wreath was drawn from my head and set on a pyre. I knew that I looked up at him and recited Vathek and Kushaila vows and that he repeated them gravely. I knew that I saw the same pain at this final separation in his eyes that I felt in my heart. Neither Vathek nor Kushaila custom demanded a kiss, and for that I was grateful. I could not have endured it.


But at last the applause and cheer of Vathek and Andalaan nobility both pierced my mind, and I looked up as if waking from a dream.


The next I knew, the veil was lifted and at last I could breathe. I was alone with Tala as she touched up the kohl around my eyes and replaced the pins on my shoulders with Kushaila brooches, preparing me for the feast.


She was straightening the folds in my gown when the doors opened. Mathis, King Mathis, stood framed in the doorway, his tall and broad form blocking out the light of the other room. Tala dropped to her knees instantly, and I joined her a little more slowly, as Maram would.


“Your Eminence,” I murmured.


He flicked his hand at Tala, who shot me a quick glance before all but fleeing the room. I couldn’t blame her. There was a malignance to the Vathek king’s presence, as if terror spawned in his wake. I didn’t know if he’d been informed I would be taking Maram’s place, and I would not risk the discovery of a plot that would anger him. Instead, I remained perfectly still, waiting for his leave to rise.


Instead, he came in front of me and slid a gloved hand beneath my chin.


“You are the image of your mother,” he said, his voice low. “Without her softness or her doubt.”


Nothing he said was a threat, and yet I felt the threat of violence in the single movement, in his refusing to give me leave to stand, in the way he spoke of the late queen. And I feared, viscerally, what he would do if he realized that I was not his daughter.


“You will suffer a Kushaila spouse as I suffered a Kushaila spouse in order to do what is necessary,” he said quietly. I felt a spark of rage rise up in me on Maram and Najat’s behalf. If anyone had suffered it had been Najat, whose marriage had robbed her of her life. She’d survived the civil war that predated our conquest, and all the ills and difficulties that came with it. She’d survived the war of conquest, the occupation, the siege of Walili. Her marriage had sapped the life out of her, or so public opinion believed.


How would Maram have reacted to the maligning of her mother, who she—we—so closely resembled? In all likelihood as she had suffered everything from her father. In dignified silence.


“Come along,” he said. I moved as if I were a droid reduced to its base programming. My hand slipped into the crook of his elbow, and his large hand in turn first adjusted my veil so that it fell correctly. I could hear Tala falling in line behind us, straightening out the folds of my gown so that they trailed behind me just so.


The doors to the hall boomed open, and somewhere a herald announced our entrance.


The reception hall was a grand ballroom, with a high glass ceiling, and fortified glass walls all around. This, I knew, was the center of the center of the world. The light refracted off white clouds, so that everything had a pink, orange, and red cast to it. The sun would be entirely gone from this side of the planet soon, and in its place would be a hundred shining orbs of light, and many strung over the ceiling, to mimic the stars.


The king guided me to the center of the room, and I sat demurely on the divan. A moment later his fatherly hands lifted the veil from my face and crown and pinned it to my shoulder.


“Feast,” he said softly, “for tomorrow is a new world.”
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Up until the ceremony, I’d been surrounded only by women. And during the ceremony itself, I could not focus on anything but Idris—on avoiding his eyes, on trying to make sure he did not see me, realize that it was not Maram who stood across from him. But now, I was aware of all the Vathek and Andalaan men who were present. Those who’d been denied Maram’s hand and access to the throne, and those who mourned the loss of the last heir of the Banu Salih, at last absorbed into the Vathek family structure. By Vathek and Kushaila law, Maram had been absorbed into Idris’s household. But in practice, Idris was more tightly bound than ever to the Vathek throne and their aims. Every now and then I would look out at the crowd feasting and laughing and singing and I would find more than one pair of eyes fixed on me, contemplative and hostile.


It was no wonder Maram didn’t want to attend her own wedding.


Mathis stood behind me with a few other dignitaries and directors. Ambassadors from planets conquered by the Vath, generals in his imperial war, high-level representatives from the galactic senate. Maram’s inheritance of the planet, and therefore Mathis’s hold on it, relied on her marriage to Idris, or so I understood. Here Mathis could survey the work of the last twenty years: his daughter, born of a marriage to a savage he had stomached in the name of the state. The makhzen who, in another life, might have supported her against him now suitably afraid of him and the cost of dissent. Their children firmly in the grip of empire, hostages in all but name, raised in the Ziyaana against their will. The Vathek aristocrats vying for his favor. All the wealth of the worlds laid out at his feet, carousing at his daughter’s wedding.


I could barely stand to look out at their faces, to see evidence of his triumph. It was a twofold triumph: Najat’s marriage to Mathis all those years ago, and now Maram’s marriage to Idris. The Vath and Andalaans were now more tightly bound than ever.


I hated these people. Even those who had suffered in the war of conquest, even those who had no choice about the people they’d become. Few had known the hunger and disease of a siege, much less understood the terror of the sudden appearance of the Imperial Garda. Here they were, wreathed in finery and jewels, celebrating the seal of our doom. And here I was, a slave, alone, trotted out as a shield. I was in the center of the world and I was alone.


The doors opened again and a herald announced Idris. Maram’s husband.


He was haloed by the brilliant light shining in through the windows like some sort of prince out of legend. His hair was shorter than I remembered, his face clean-shaven. He wore black trousers and a black jacket embroidered in gold, with a tea-gold shirt beneath it. I remained perfectly still and drank him in as if I were a woman denied water all her life. He was as I remembered—tall and broad-shouldered, his face gentle, his mouth tilted into a half smile. I saw the moment his smile faltered when our eyes met—how quickly he recognized me. Electricity zipped along my skin as he took my hand and bent over it, as his mouth brushed over my knuckles.


“Lady wife,” he murmured.


I had forgotten and not forgotten, thought and not thought about Idris and this moment.


I lowered my gaze and folded my ringed hands against my skirt. I was a fool—I’d spent no time preparing for this eventuality, for having to see him again like this. The stakes of our separation were real; I could not risk the safety of my family, nor he his. But it made it no less a bitter pill to swallow, no easier to watch him play the part of a man happily wed to someone else. I’d never felt as if I needed to flee his presence, but today the air seemed to suffocate me, and the reality of my situation came to bear down on my shoulders.


He leaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. My eyes closed and I inhaled, savoring this one moment in time. The reception continued around us, but for this half heartbeat he was mine and I was his. We had duties to perform and our families depended on our success. I could not wallow or weep or linger. So I steeled my spine and committed this sliver of a moment to memory.


“We have ministers to greet,” I said softly.


His eyes met mine again for a moment, and then he took up his spot beside me.


The light filtering through the glass was now red—the sun was setting, the day was ending, and the orbs of light strung up high across the ceiling were flickering to life like distant stars. Idris and I had sat through a receiving line of ministers, dignitaries, and directors, then passed a circle through the room, greeting his cousins and friends. Mathis had taken the time to announce with a great deal of gravity that the Salihis would host continuing wedding festivities at M’Gaadir. I had never been, but now my mind was occupied by images of quiet rest at a seaside city.


A chime sounded through the air and Tala tapped my arm gently.


“Wardrobe change,” she said softly. I squeezed Idris’s hand in warning and departed with her a moment later. She led me to a small parlor stocked with a mirrored vanity and a wardrobe filled with clothes for this occasion.


“How do you feel?” she asked as I slid out of my slippers.


“Stretched too tightly,” I said, watching her reflection as she unbuttoned the back of my gown.


She hummed in response. “We have some time before dinner begins. Once you are in your new gown, the orchard is through that door. You can rest.”


I closed my eyes. “Thank you, Tala.”


I shrugged the tea-gold gown off and stood still as she drew a black undergown over my head. Its sleeves were cinched tightly at my wrists, but the rest of it flowed down to my feet. When I shifted this way and that, thin threads of gold glittered in the light. Over it went a gown of ivory lace, studded with tiny champagne-colored beads and silver thread. Its sleeves were wide and its neck was low, so that one saw the black-and-gold gown beneath it. Around my waist was a leather belt, a hand wide, stitched with a tesleet, its wings spread to wrap around my waist.


“There,” Tala said. “I will collect you when it’s time.”


The garden was an orange orchard. I recognized the trees—their fruit was perennial and its scent was sharp in the air. It reminded me of my majority night. There were lights strung through these trees and somewhere in the garden a fountain flowed, babbling cheerily into the silence. There were no birds—no animals at all, and it gave the orchard a still, hushed feeling. I breathed deep and lifted my face to the sky.


When I lowered my face, there stood Idris, framed by the trees and the light of the setting sun. I knew it was only my heart that made him appear more than he was—not just a prince for this moment, but a prince out of legend and antiquity. A man who belonged at the immortal center of the world.


“Amani,” he said softly. He’d crossed the orchard without my hearing, and now slid a hand beneath my chin and raised my face so that he might look at me. The breath I took lodged itself beneath my breastbone like a knife and I couldn’t stop myself from covering the hand now pressed against my cheek with my own.


“You look well,” I said at last, meeting his eyes.


“As do you,” he replied.


A thousand words lodged in my throat. What did I say to him? That I loved him? That I thought of him always? That of all the possible futures I would have chosen—


“You’re safe,” he said, and it was as if some spell had broken. His arms came around me and drew me against his chest. I laid my head against his shoulder, and my hands clung to the back of his jacket. “Dihya—I’d thought—Nadine is a terror, she would not have balked at killing you for so small a slight.”


I choked out a laugh. “I think she considered, before realizing that my family was a better target.”


He drew back, his eyes wide. “Are they safe?”


“I don’t know,” I said and hated the waver in my voice. “I’ve had no news since the coronation. This is the first time I’ve been allowed out. Nadine says … she says that so long as I perform as I’m expected no harm will come to them.”


“Do you trust her?”


Another laugh that sounded too much like a sob. “I don’t have a choice.”


“Amani—”


I shook my head and leaned away from him. He was resplendent in his wedding finery, a vision of Kushaila grace and dignity. Dihya, he was married. I pressed a hand over his heart.


“I did not expect this day to come so quickly,” I said, voice thick with tears. “Even though—”


He laid his hand over mine and squeezed. “Nor did I,” he said. “I thought we might have more time. One more meeting before—”


“Before you were married,” I whispered. “I wish we’d run away when you asked.”


The sound he let out was half laughter, half grief. “You don’t mean that.”


His mouth was curled into a half smile, but grief lay heavy over his eyes. He was right, of course—I didn’t mean it. I couldn’t mean it, not with everything at stake. And yet, Kushaila legend was filled with lovers who cared nothing for the consequences and everything for each other.


“I—”


“Our families would pay too high a price,” he said, giving voice to my thoughts. “And we would neither of us be able to live with that. We both have family being held hostage by the state. Neither of us would take that risk.”


“No,” I replied softly. “And yet, I dreamed of it.”


His expression sobered. “You don’t dream of it anymore?”


I blinked back my tears. “How can I? You are someone else’s husband now.”


His thumb stroked my cheek and I closed my eyes as a shiver rolled through me.


“You are always in my mind, Amani. And in my heart.”


“As you are in mine.”


He pressed one last kiss against my forehead, squeezed my hands, and then we parted. He walked to his dressing parlor, and I to mine. Our paths would not cross in this—in love—ever again.





 

 

 


01. Maram


STARDATE 4393, FORTY-ONE DAYS TO THE IMPERIAL WEDDING


Maram’s grip tightened in the folds of her gown as ocean winds buffeted the cruiser for the hundredth time in the four-hour flight. It was only wind, she reminded herself. Not an assassin, not a gravity beam meant to reel her ship in. Powerful late-summer winds were the norm in this part of Andala, and so close to the surface of the water there was bound to be turbulence.


She had not left the Ziyaana in the weeks following the attempt on her life. She’d made appearances among the makhzen and Vathek courtiers, smiled as if nothing were wrong, and expected a knife in the dark every moment. Eventually, she’d had enough and, without warning or permission, packed her bags.


The cruiser shuddered again, but for once this shudder was welcome. Outside she saw the ground rushing up to meet them. She came to her feet, smoothed her hands down the folds of her qaftan, and took a deep breath.


This place, this estate, was safe. It was well guarded, and no one made it past its boundaries without passing through a bioscan. The wall to her left hissed and detached, then lowered into a ramp.


Waiting for her beneath a linen canopy were twelve servants all dressed in green and white, the Ziyadi crest embroidered on their right sleeves. Heading them up was an elderly Kushaila woman.


As a group they knelt. Maram made a quick motion with her hand and the woman—Fatiha—stood.


“Welcome, Your Highness, to Dar at-Tuyyur.”


“The last stone was set almost a month ago,” Fatiha said as they strolled down the path. The cruiser had landed in one of the flower meadows east of the main estate. “All the flowers you requested have been imported, and half the fields have been planted.”


“The orchards?”


“Coming along,” Fatiha replied.


“It looks so different,” Maram breathed.


Twenty years ago, the estate and the surrounding lands had been rubble. Bombed out of existence by air raids during the Vathek conquest of Andala, almost nothing had survived. But Maram had pictures—holos of her mother’s visitation to the falconing retreat, recordings of hunts from the years before the Vath ever darkened Andalaan skies. And in the six months since Maram had decided to rehabilitate it and rebuild, it was transformed into something close to what it might have been in antiquity.


The first time she’d set foot here there’d been green, but it’d been the wild untamed greenery that sprung up after wildfire. Now, in the distance, she could see the aviary tower, gleaming in the early-morning sunlight, and the flags with her mother’s crest, whipping in the wind.


“Yes,” Fatiha said with a smile. “We have come a long way toward your vision. And we are all quite proud of the result, Your Highness.”


“What remains to be done?”


“The aviary is empty,” she said, her voice clipped and efficient. “We’ll need to hire a falconer, which I’m working on, and implement a breeding program.”


Maram wandered from the beaten path and into the fields. She’d seen pictures of what this part of the estate looked like prior to the work she’d ordered. It was chaotic—beautiful but unordered. The grass was knee-high, but a few feet away from where she stood the dirt was overturned, and stacked neatly on small benches were flower bulbs. The world was in chaos and on the brink of civil war. Maram couldn’t fix that—she couldn’t fix the world. But she could do this, she could instill a little peace and beauty in these twenty square miles.


When she turned around, Fatiha was watching her, her dark eyes soft, as if she didn’t see Maram when she looked at her. No one looked at her as Fatiha did, not on purpose.


“What is it?”


She’d expected her to avert her eyes or look embarrassed, but the old woman met her eyes. She forgot, ofttimes, that Fatiha had been nursemaid to queens. She’d raised her mother Najat and served her grandmother Itou. There was very little that cowed her.


“You look very much like your mother, Your Highness,” she said when Maram returned to the path. “You remind me of her.”


Her gut twisted, half pleasure, half unease. “Children often resemble their parents.”


“Few could emulate a will such as your mother’s,” Fatiha replied, and then began to walk again. “Shall I show you the main palace?”


Maram watched as the great iron doors to the palace groaned open on their own power. The walls of the palace were high and sturdy, the stone a pale gold. She followed Fatiha inside and they in turn were followed by the twelve servants who’d greeted Maram at her landing. The walls were hung with thick tapestries; the floor a brilliant white stone.


“The palace is almost an exact replica of its pre-conquest predecessor,” Fatiha said. “Your assistance in providing holos and film from your mother’s cultural archive were a great asset, Your Highness.”


Maram fought the feeling of pride that unwound in her belly. This project—she loved and hated it with equal measure. It was her respite, as it had been her mother’s, and yet it was wholly alien to everything Vathek in her life. She should not have come, she should not have built it, and yet she followed Fatiha through the palace as if a string were tied to her breastbone and drew her through its bright and high-ceilinged halls.


“The courtyard,” Fatiha continued, leading Maram out into sunlight, “is the crown jewel of the palace.”


Her eyes widened as she took in the verdant center of the palace. It seemed to go on forever—nearly the full length of the palace. They were on a rise—several steps would take them down to the floor level—and from the rise she could see the tops of orange trees, the gleam of water winding its way through. A sharp cry echoed through the air.


“You’ve introduced peacocks?” she said, trying to hide the delight in her voice.


“Your mother loved them,” Fatiha said. “I imagined you might like them too.”


“Should I be on the lookout for other wildlife?” she drawled.


“A small family of gazelles,” Fatiha said.


Maram stared at her, eyes wide. “You can’t be serious.”


“Of course I am,” Fatiha said, her voice perfunctory. “Now come along.”


Maram followed quietly as if she were a young child and not the Vathek heir. Her eyes remained wide as they swept over vegetation and wildlife—aside from the peacocks and gazelles she saw pheasants, and the air was filled with birdsong. Every few minutes she’d see a brilliant flash of jewel-toned feathers as a small bird darted from one branch to the next.


“And here is my favorite part of the estate,” Fatiha said, her voice laced with warmth. “The Ziyadi triptych—the artist did it in the classical style.”


Maram’s breath punched out of her on a quiet gasp as she looked up. The image was threefold: her grandmother, her mother, and Maram herself. Her grandmother was resplendent in a Kushaila hunting outfit, astride a horse, with a great golden eagle on her fist. The Golden Punishment—the eagle was legend for having taken down a deer on its own and lifting it into the air for several minutes. On the right was a good likeness of Maram herself, turned away from the viewer, bow in one hand, arrow in the other. Hovering over her head was a small falcon, a freedom falcon, its wings outstretched as if it were ready to pierce the vault of heaven at any moment. Like her grandmother, she wore a green Kushaila hunting jacket, but she’d explicitly asked the artist to have her turn away so that the absence of daan on her face would not be so clear to the viewer.
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