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CHAPTER I


‌The memory of home can be too far away, in time, in distance across the vastness of the earth, or of the sea. 


It can fade or blur for us as the years pass. And there is often pain in that, too. In their dreams some travel back to remembered voices, sounds, scents, images. But many do not dream, or not of the place they came from. Too much loss, too old and hard a sorrow. And some who have such dreams forget them in the morning’s light where they find themselves. That can be a blessing.


There will be others who cannot forget. Who wrap themselves in memories as in a heavy cloak. They will walk a street in a far city at twilight and hear a stringed instrument down a laneway, and it takes them back. They might decide to go up that lane, towards where a spill of light suggests a tavern, or perhaps someone’s home with a courtyard where music is being offered at day’s end.


Most often they do not. They do not do that. Perhaps it isn’t, as they listen, the remembered instrument from their childhood. Nor the tune of a song their mother sang to them at bedtime after prayers. There are no orange blossoms here. No oleanders, mimosas, no jacaranda trees with blue-purple flowers. There might be fountains in this distant city, but not like the ones remembered from that time before they were forced to go away, uprooted like a tree torn from its earth. 


For someone else, their memories, or the dreams pushed away at sunrise, might be very different, but just as hard. From a time, say, before they were stolen as a child from a place with other sorts of trees and flowers, but home. 


There are many different ways for a home to be lost, and for the world to become defined by that loss.


‌There are also many different ways into a tale. 


Whose voice, whose life will start it off? (Whose death?) Where are we when the ship of our story moves from shore towards open water, past rocks that need careful navigating? Or, where are we when someone does decide to walk up a darkening laneway towards the pull of music, and listens at an open doorway? And finds . . . 


These things matter for the reader or the listener—and so for the teller. They matter, whether it is being written down on a creamy parchment bought in a canal-side bookshop in Seressa, to be set in type and printed and bound one day, or if it is being told to a smaller or larger crowd in the storytellers’ quarter by the marketplace of some city, between the morning and the midday summoning to prayer. 


There are women and men here, ready to step forward into what light we have. There are others circling them, with affection or malice (or doubt as to which of these will prevail). We might even go back, start with people expelled from their beloved Esperaña. Or to a girl taken by raiders from her family home far to the east of that land. Or to the man who—


But see. Look now. Even as we speak of these things, as we consider the differences shaped by choosing one opening note or another to play, there is a ship in the night, sailing without lights along a coast, the last lantern just now doused by order of the captain. 


They are laying into a shallow bay on the long coast of the Majriti. Not far from the city of Abeneven, but it should be far enough. They are alone here, under stars and the white moon, before the rising of the other one. Being unseen is imperative for what they are here to do.


It seems as good a place as any to begin. The night sea, this bay, stars, moon, remembered music. We will act as if this is so. We will not set out to sea, after all. We will lower a small boat and send it ashore, instead, to a stony beach. Three men, one woman, a light breeze, spring night. Men waiting for them on that strand. 





‌Nadia watched as Ghazzali al-Siyab rode off with those who had met them, as Rafel had arranged. Rafel was good at these things; she had learned that in three years. 


Al-Siyab would head south for two days, then turn east, avoiding villages, and after two more days, on camels by that point, start back north, to enter Abeneven through the landward gates. 


He was arrogant, young, too aware of how handsome he was, but he’d come to them specifically for this undertaking, and he was greedy and ambitious—which was good for their purposes. He was to be paid only when they were done. He wasn’t going to run off. It was possible he’d betray them, but unlikely.


Neither she nor Rafel knew al-Siyab, but the men who had hired them had also hired him for this, and if you trusted no one you couldn’t do very much in the world, and they were doing something significant now, or hoping to. 


Well, yes. Assassinations did tend to be significant, she thought, amusing herself. She didn’t laugh (she didn’t laugh much) but she smiled in the dark. 


She was glad to be ashore. She’d spent a great deal of time at sea since killing someone herself and escaping, but she was happier on land. It was simply a truth. She had been born inland, well away from the coast. That ought to have offered protection against what had happened to her. 


You didn’t necessarily live your life in the ways that made you happiest, of course. She hadn’t been happy killing Dhiyan ibn Anash, but it had occurred to her that she’d been a slave for longer than she’d been free, and that had come to seem . . . unacceptable. A kind man who had bought you at a slave market and had taught you skill with words and numbers, then had you trained with weapons to guard him, was still a man who owned you and made you do things he wanted done, whenever he wanted that.


Really, what did happiness have to do with anything? Rafel might propose an answer. He had an answer for most such questions, had read a great deal. Sometimes (not always) she thought what he said was wise. He could make her smile sometimes.


He also annoyed her, drove her nearly mad at other times, but they worked well together, had done so since he had accepted her on board the Silver Wake and hidden her. A real risk for him, and she’d known it. She’d acted as a guard, gradually took on other roles. She did know numbers, though he was better with them. But she was useful for certain things: Jaddite-born, and so better for some tasks on the northern side of the Middle Sea where they worshipped the sun god. She was a partner now, with a share in the ship and their profits. Small at first, it had grown, because she was even more clever than she was good with knives, and Rafel ben Natan of the Kindath was the sort of man who could see that, even in a woman. That wasn’t a thing she would ever forget. 


They had survived, made some money with the Silver Wake. They traded along both coasts, north and south. Rafel was an occasional emissary of the khalif of the city of Almassar in the far west, at the gateway to the wide, wilder sea. The Kindath often played that sort of role among the Asharites. They were trusted, in part because they had few paths to success beyond trade and diplomacy. Well, perhaps piracy, in their case licensed by that same khalif, who urgently needed money and claimed a share of whatever they took in raids. 


Whether you called yourself a corsair or a merchant or a smuggler or an emissary, or moved back and forth between all of these as opportunities arose, you could do well enough if you were shrewd (and fortunate) along this part of the Middle Sea, with the Majriti coastline to the south and Esperaña or Ferrieres north. 


Not Batiara, however, not for her. She had made that clear from the start. If Rafel proposed going there for any reason, she’d disembark somewhere first. They could pick her up on their way back. It had happened twice.


After so long a time there was no going home for her, Nadia had decided. 


There was no home to go back to. Only memories and the dead. There was no her to go back, she’d told Rafel once when he’d asked about Batiara. He asked many questions, answered only few about himself. He’d started a reply, she remembered, a disagreement, of course—about needing to put the past behind you, build your life forward—but he’d stopped himself. He was not an insensitive man, and had losses of his own, she knew. She wondered if he’d done it himself: put the past behind him. She didn’t ask.


So they’d raided and traded, sometimes using the small ports and bays that were havens for corsairs, and for smugglers avoiding customs officers and duties. They sailed into larger city harbours when they had legal goods to trade. They had people on both coastlines with whom they banked some of their profits. Rafel looked after that, using his Kindath brethren or a Seressini bank. She let him do this for her, as well. 


Other than the khalif of Almassar, who provided them with some protection, they’d kept a careful distance from major figures who could be dangerous.


Until now. Until this task, this night landing. Because two of those major figures had found them, and had made a proposition one evening back in Almassar. She had dressed as a man for that encounter. It was unlikely anyone in Almassar would recognize an escaped slave girl in a woman from a merchant ship, but better to be safer when you could. Rafel was always saying that.


They might, he had said when they were alone again after that meeting at someone’s home (they never knew whose), be able to just about retire on what they’d earn from this. No longer live on the sea. Or become entirely respectable merchants if they wanted, no piracy. He among the Kindath, she wherever she wished, back in Jaddite lands. She could get married. Let others brave the wind and waters for them, he’d said. Or she could let him buy out her share of the Wake, pursue whatever path she wanted in the world.


He had been staked to the ship by Almassar’s khalif and some older Kindath merchants originally, but over years he’d made enough to buy it from them. It was his ship now, and she was the one staked to a part-owner’s share, and expanding it with their profits. She wasn’t far from having a quarter share after three years.


It was a life. It was not a home. There was no home, but she was free.


“Is that what you’d do?” she’d asked. “Stay ashore?” She’d ignored the part about her marrying.


He’d shrugged. She hadn’t expected a reply. 


He was a few years older than her, had two sons, it was said. Maybe three. No one was certain as to Rafel ben Natan’s life. He sent money to Sillina, the Kindath quarter outside the walls of Almassar. His parents were there, she knew that much. It was remarkable to her that she didn’t even know if he had a wife. But a discreet man was more likely to be a trustworthy partner. And Rafel was discreet, and clever. So was she. He knew it, to be fair.


One of the three men who had come to the beach with her was now rowing the small boat back to the ship alone. Al-Siyab had gone inland. The remaining man would join her, riding on the mules that had been brought for them, heading to Abeneven. 


She disguised herself in the moonlit night, soft red wool cap, overtunic, hooded cloak, Muwardi mouth veil. Her hair was short and tucked under the cap. She was wearing leather boots. She had bound her breasts before leaving the ship. She was slim-hipped, and tall for a woman. They’d be joining the main road along the coast before daylight, and it was better to be disguised ahead of the need for it.


With her smooth cheeks, she could pass for a boy on the edge of manhood. She’d done it before.


What would follow in Abeneven, if all went as planned, they had never done. 


But she didn’t mind killing Asharites.





‌Watching from the railing, Rafel lost sight of the small boat before it reached shore. He wasn’t worried. It was good that the night was dark. He worried about many things, it was his nature, but not, as it happened, about Nadia. Or at least not as to her getting to the strand, dividing the party as planned, and making her way into Abeneven.


When the boat returned and was made fast again, he ordered Elie to weigh anchor and lay a course to the east. No point lingering, some slight danger in doing so. (Why was a trading ship at anchor here? Were they smuggling something on or off? Were they worth raiding?) Without being told, Elie had the lamps lit again. He knew this coast better than Rafel, who knew it well. They kept a respectful distance from the rocky shoreline as they went. 


The lights were lit because they were not hiding. The Silver Wake was a merchant vessel, based in Almassar, headed for Abeneven to trade in that city, and perhaps conduct some diplomatic affairs for the city’s khalif. The ship’s owner, the well-known Kindath merchant Rafel ben Natan, would call at the palace, as usual, with gifts. It was what they did. 


It was what they did. Mostly. 


He’d had no great ambitions in the world. That was not generally possible for one of the Kindath. He wanted to be able to support his parents, and two children he was responsible for, and save enough money to sell this ship one day and retire somewhere. Possibly back in Sillina, where his parents were. For reasons, Marsena in Ferrieres was another possibility. He wasn’t committed to any place. Reasons for that, too. His parents had been forced to take him, very young, his brother not yet born, from Esperaña, in the accursed time of the Expulsion.


A child, but old enough to remember both that home and the losing of it. Perhaps carry down to the coastline and exile, through the days and years of a life, the feeling one must not grow too attached to any place, or perhaps any person. Whatever you had, whatever you thought you had, could be taken away, by careful planning on someone’s part, by caprice, by random chance.


We are marked by what we have experienced young, some of us more than others.


He still remembered (not a thing you forgot) the lamentations among those gathered on the coast back then. His father paying the predatory fees being charged to take Kindath across the water to the Majriti and exile—to find a place they might dwell. Because the clerics of Esperaña had fulfilled a long-held desire and the king and queen there had expelled both Asharites and Kindath. 


The Jad-denying infidels would live no more among the children of the sun god, to sully his golden brightness with their pernicious doctrines and secret blood, with the seductive beauty of their women and bold men.


His father had not been among those lamenting aloud, Rafel remembered. Still remembered. Mouth firm, eyes cold, he had bargained for passage for three, then hired a guard for them and their belongings, payment to be made after they landed safely on the southern shore. There were wars among khalifs and their rivals in that new land, he told his young son on the ship. They’d have to deal with those, too, in order to begin a new existence in a new place. “It will be hard,” he’d told Rafel, “but we will do it.” 


What had really been in his father’s heart all those years ago, Rafel ben Natan often thought, remained a mystery to him—decades ago, and now, on the deck of his own ship in a spring night. 


There were mysteries everywhere. That was all right. You didn’t need to solve them all. Only the ones that affected you: the challenges to survival, to making enough money to claim some safety in a rootless, warring, divided world. 


If he lived long enough to settle somewhere, he imagined texts of Kindath liturgy and philosophy. A place, perhaps, where one could buy or even make good wine, grow fresh grapes, figs. He pictured, sometimes, a small garden with a pond, a few fruit trees, places of both light and shade, a quiet life. He didn’t see companions or women with him in those reveries. Well, one woman, sometimes. But that was too hard to envisage from where he was now, and where she was. He was often restless at night.


The possibility of any of this lay far into the future, in any case, and not necessarily along a path he expected to find. Who knew what paths one might walk? Those who cast fortunes and futures by the moons or the bones of sheep? But . . . if he and Nadia did what they were approaching Abeneven to do, that imagining, that choosing, might not be so far off.


For now, for tonight, Elie and their mariners needed to get the Silver Wake to Abeneven by morning. They’d tie up at the harbour, greet people they knew, and Rafel would begin the part of this plan that established him as an emissary carrying gifts from one city’s khalif to another, and also as a merchant doing his customary business in the market, with the desert caravans now arriving through the mountains as spring came to the Majriti.


He would take those gifts to the palace to proclaim the return of the genial Kindath merchant ben Natan, sometime envoy of the khalif of Almassar. He had a pretty young boy on board to carry it there with him. He always made sure he did in Abeneven. Keram al-Faradi was one khalif whose tastes were not hidden. He knew this, though he’d only once met the khalif himself. Normally, Rafel spoke with al-Faradi’s vizier—or the vizier’s subordinates. He wasn’t important at all. A minor diplomat, though somewhat protected by that status, even as a Kindath. 


Nadia and her escort would arrive on mules overland. She didn’t need to rush, and wouldn’t. People in the market knew her as well, but she wouldn’t look like herself when she entered the city. Not this time.


Ghazzali al-Siyab, that celebrated philosopher and storyteller, would reach Abeneven five or six days from now, coming up on a camel from a lengthy sojourn among the tribes beyond the southern mountains, bearded and burnt by the sun above his mouth veil. Nadia would contrive to come upon him in the marketplace. 


He wasn’t really a storyteller or a philosopher. Nor was he celebrated, nor had he been in the south, but there were ways to seed rumours of a man of repute arriving in any city.


Then they’d see. It was not a perfect plan. Rafel had said that several times to both of them on the ship, but perfect plans existed only in dreams.





‌There were too many khalifs in the cities strung out on the coastline of the Majriti, and inland towards the mountains, and beyond them. It made for unstable, often violent conditions.


That was the considered view of Nisim ibn Zukar, vizier to one of those khalifs, in the prosperous port of Abeneven. Too many people asserting a holy title diminished it, he had long thought (though was not so foolish as to say). 


Historians taught that in the years before the terrible fall of Al-Rassan to the Jaddites, under the accursed Fernan Belmonte, centuries ago, there had been a proclaimed king or khalif in just about every town with falling-down baked-clay walls and a weekly food market. It was not a thing that could ever have lasted, however glorious the memories and legends might be. 


Ibn Zukar had never seen any of the gardens or temples or palace ruins in what was now entirely Esperaña. The Asharites were not welcome there any more. The Jaddite conquest had been long ago, but the final expulsion had come in their own days. For centuries they had been permitted to stay, paying a tax to keep their faith, with laws curtailing what they could do and be, but that had now changed.


Only the sun-worshippers dwelled in Esperaña now—and some who pretended to be so. There were Asharites (and Kindath, for that matter) who simulated worship of the sun god, in order to stay in that land. He wasn’t sure why anyone would do that, living a daily lie, risking zealous clerics hunting them down for a pyre. Also risking their souls, of course. But people varied greatly, in Nisim ibn Zukar’s experience.


He preferred living in an important city ruled by those who worshipped, as he did, Ashar’s god and the holy stars. Yes, there were divisions of tribe and doctrine, and conflicts from this. How not? Some of the khalifs were from tribes that had always been here in the Majriti. Others owed their position (and their allegiance) to Gurçu the Conqueror, lord of the Osmanlis of the east, ruling now in Asharias: the man who had thunderously taken the golden city of Sarantium four years ago and renamed it to Ashar’s glory (and his own), changing the world. He deserved the title and honour of khalif! Those governing here in the west did not. That was ibn Zukar’s view. Those swearing allegiance to Gurçu were just governors ruling at his sufferance, acting in his name. Able to be dismissed with cause or on a whim—or killed, for that matter. Their best soldiers were djannis, the feared tall-hat infantry sent to them from Asharias. And those men would take their ultimate orders from the east.


Keram al-Faradi, khalif of Abeneven, was not one of those mere governors, however. Al-Faradi was not a servant of the Conqueror. This city, and its Palace of the Pearl, remained independent of the east. So far. There were storm clouds, however. There were always those.


Keram was fortunate in his city’s location: at the end of a major caravan route from the south, and with a deep harbour along this mostly exposed southern coastline of the Middle Sea. Taxes and duties coming in were reliable; he could afford soldiers and could stock his granaries for his people against times of need. He was outwardly pious, so the wadjis preaching in the temples and the streets accepted generous donations and kept relatively silent about decadence in the palace, in its various forms. 


Of course, reliable revenues also made you a target. It was a precarious world in which they all lived: the poor, the uprooted, the urgently striving, those of power and rank. Who would, as a vivid example, ever have imagined triple-walled Sarantium falling a few years ago?


Ibn Zukar had never seen the golden city. He hoped to sail there one day. No, he intended to. He was still young enough, still tasting the sweet, seductive wine of ambition. His loyalties and devisings were aimed like an arrow at one thing: the great khalif in the east learning his name. In a good way, of course. He often dreamed of performing the obeisance before Gurçu, rising to be greeted formally, welcomed. A dream that could wake him, aroused.


At this moment, however, on a spring morning in Abeneven, the greater likelihood was that Gurçu might learn of him in a lamentably bad way. Or that he might be dead by orders from the palace right here before that happened, despite his rank. Because of his rank, really.


The errors and negligence of the vizier, one ibn Zukar, came shockingly close to causing the death of Abeneven’s beloved ruler! Only by Ashar’s grace and goodness, and the infinite mercy of the stars that watch over us, did Khalif Keram, may he be ever blessed, survive this treachery. The wretched vizier was decapitated in the marketplace. 


He couldn’t stop framing this letter in his mind! It was terrible!


Herewith, lord, and only should the thought somehow find the least favour in your illustrious eyes, are two names proposed to the grand khalif—loyal, capable, pious men—offered as replacements for the treacherous vizier and the reckless khalif here, if it is judged a propitious time, amid current disruption, to send more soldiers to Abeneven to save us from chaos—and assert your rightful claim to the city.


That could indeed be how his name was carried east, sent by some other man seduced by ambition. He knew several who would do that. It could happen. It could happen now! 


He looked down again at the figure of his khalif. Keram al-Faradi lay upon one of his elegant divans in this reception room. Thank Ashar and the stars his purple robe, discarded, had been draped over his body, hiding a shocking nakedness. The khalif’s unwrapped turban lay on the carpet.


There was little enough ibn Zukar could do now, but finding the man who had just left this room was utterly necessary. He should never have been allowed to leave! The fact that it was ibn Zukar who had permitted that, in a moment of confusion, was not a good thing. 


He’d issued a number of death threats of his own, with details, should the guards fail to locate that wretched man. And this had been done before a servant, going to build the dying fire back up, saw a gold chain gleaming on the back wall behind it, and brought it to him, and the vizier realized, with horror, what was missing. What had happened here.


They did find the man, relatively quickly. It was not satisfactory, however.





‌Abeneven was easily large enough for Nadia—disguised as a boy with her red wool hat and mouth veil—to disappear into its crooked lanes and warrens for a few days, waiting. Her escort would make his way back to the ship, discreetly.


There was a man Rafel knew and trusted here, another of the Kindath, and she stayed with him in their quarter. Asharite travellers weren’t supposed to live among the moon-worshippers, of course, but for the poor it wasn’t uncommon. People saved money as they could.


It was interesting, really, how reliable the Kindath tended to be in protecting and aiding each other. What happened when there weren’t many of you. When you had no true home, and when much of the world was prepared to hate you on the slightest provocation. Or without any at all. She didn’t envy them this necessary loyalty of faith, but she admired it.


Rafel was versed in the beliefs of his people, but she had doubts about the intensity of his devotion to the sister moons and the god. He had always seemed more a thinker than a believer. He was rarely in one of their houses of prayer. Perhaps after calamities on a certain level you might lose some of your faith? She had done so, hadn’t she, and her calamity had been entirely personal. Jad of the sun, she had decided long ago, didn’t care nearly as much about his suffering children as the clerics and devout believed. She wouldn’t deny his existence, his power, but she wouldn’t rely on him. You relied on yourself, and stayed alert.


Rafel was like that. He had two other names he used, one Jaddite, one Asharite, as dictated by circumstance. His skin colouring allowed it, and he was good with languages and accents. Another adaptation to what life had offered him, or imposed. 


She wasn’t without these skills herself. Born in Batiara, down south, she was dark-haired, dark-eyed, olive-skinned. It let her pass as Asharite. Her Asharic was fluent after all these years; she had a western Majriti accent, which was not a problem. She spoke only a handful of Kindath words, mostly insults. It was a good language for insults. Her Batiaran was perfect, of course.


She never used her name from home. No one knew it. 


On the third morning after her arrival, white-bright in the dusty streets but not yet as hot as it would be later, she did her walk through the crowded, noisy marketplace filled with stalls of vividly varied goods amid a striking array of foods on offer. A man played a small pipe while his trained monkey danced. Another was juggling objects, one a flaming torch. She watched him for a moment. 


Entering one of the larger squares, she saw that Ghazzali al-Siyab had arrived. 


Which meant this could now begin. 


A speeding up of her heartbeat. The danger was considerable. The reward, too, or they wouldn’t be trying to do this, would they?


She had seen Rafel and others from the ship on her first day here. The ship would have arrived before her. He’d have been to the palace already in his role as an emissary of the khalif of Almassar. He was buying goods, she saw, arranging for delivery to the Silver Wake. The first two caravans of the season had arrived. Buying goods was what they did here. That, and selling items from farther west or north across the water in Ferrieres, depending on the season. 


They’d given no hint of knowing each other. They were not beginners at this. She had needed to wait for the storyteller to arrive.


And now he had. In a corner of the square Ghazzali al-Siyab had spread out a large red-and-blue carpet, woven in the style of the people south of the mountains. His turban was tied in the southern manner, she saw. He knew what he was doing, too, it appeared. She eyed the other storytellers around him, keeping her distance, standing at a stall that sold hummus and lamb. She looked like a boy, she knew.


Sometimes there was tension, the tellers of tales fighting to make a few coins doing the same thing, but it appeared to be civil, just now. 


“They are artists, aren’t they?” Rafel had said last year, here, as they’d paused to listen to one and then another weave their stories. “And that makes them peaceful?” she had replied.


He’d laughed. Rafel ben Natan had an easy enough laugh, though it was sometimes hard to tell if he was truly amused or just suggesting that he was, for some purpose. She didn’t think that applied when they were together. Three years gave you confidence you knew a man, at least something of him. She owed him a great deal. He’d had no need at all to accept her in the first place, on a night in Almassar, a woman on the run from something. She’d arrived with stolen jewels, yes. She gave him those, they were valuable, and she had useful skills, some unexpected, but even so . . . 


Ghazzali al-Siyab they didn’t know at all. She needed to become joined to him this morning. She listened to the story he was telling. He had a good voice—carrying, not harsh—and a manner that included both jests and promises. People were lingering, she saw. He was telling of a mountain tribesman’s youngest daughter herding their goats on the slopes and encountering a djinn and then a Trickster, one of the Clever Fools of the old tales. She even found herself caught up in it a little, which was wrong, but harmless at this point. It was useful that he was good at this. 


It was necessary.


When al-Siyab finished, and lifted an earthenware bowl in front of him, tilting it one way and the other, inviting donations, Nadia stepped forward, as if forcing boldness, and took it from him with an ingratiating smile. “Permit me, lord!” she said. She began walking the half-circle of those who had been listening.


“Here is a master tale-teller!” she cried. “You can hear it, gracious people! Honour him with a coin or two, in Ashar’s name! He who loved the stories of our people, who shared his holy visions as tales and prophecies! Let this man have enough to feed himself and tell us more.” Her own voice was naturally deep for a woman, she didn’t need to alter it. A good thing: people trying to change their register could forget, and be exposed. She had seen it happen.


People dropped coppers, and one or two small, square silver coins were tossed in the bowl. She bowed at each of these, praised the givers for their assistance to one practising an ancient, honoured trade. She took the bowl back to al-Siyab. “Lord,” she said, “people have been generous.”


“And you want me to be so now?” he said loudly, in a tone of exaggerated outrage. People laughed.


“I am hungry,” she said. “I would gladly work for you, lord, and I need little beyond something to eat.”


“Can you sing? Can you dance?” he asked, playing with tone and expression to simulate suspicion. Onlookers were registering it, still amused. A larger crowd had gathered.


“Not well,” she said. “I can fetch a meal and wash clothes, and move through the market telling people that the great . . . whatever your honoured name might be . . . that you are here!”


“My name is Ghazzali al-Siyab,” he said, still loudly. “This is my first visit to your city of Abeneven. I come from Almassar, but I have sojourned south of the mountains for two years learning their tales, speaking with the wise among the tribes. I have stories and secrets and can shape foretelling magic, for those who wish to know what lies ahead of them—and have coins to pay. I do encounters in private, can answer urgent questions, or discuss and teach the wisdom of the sages of old, and of now.” He smiled, a well-built, handsome man with a full black beard. He turned back to her. “And you, my young friend? What do you need to know? Are you in love? Is there a girl you wish would see you and love your eyes?”


“Not yet,” she said. “Not here, anyhow.”


“Or another boy?” someone called from the crowd.


Laughter again. 


“Let it be so, in Ashar’s name. I will take an assistant. Carry yourself through the market,” Ghazzali said to her. “Tell them the celebrated al-Siyab is in Abeneven for the first time. If you are of use, I’ll not let you starve.”


“Thank you, lord!” she exclaimed.


“Your name?”


“Enbilcar, lord,” she said, as arranged.


He laughed. “A warrior’s name from long ago.” He looked around. “Does anyone remember it? Does anyone know his story?”


Two people lifted their hands. They were smiling.


“Very well, to celebrate my brave new assistant, I will tell you, my friends, my darlings, the tale of Enbilcar of the Zuhrites and his war in Axartes against those who came before the Jaddites, before Ashar and his visions. It is a tale with both darkness and light in it, deeds of courage, and blackest treachery. Gather, and I will share it. It will be worth the listening before it ends, my loves . . .”


He told it well, broken cleverly into segments so she could pass around the bowl he was using for donations. People would need to pay for what they’d already heard to learn what came next. 


Nadia didn’t stay nearby for all of it, she was doing her job, roaming the marketplace, among stalls selling many things one might desire: clothing, jewellery, household goods, books, religious objects, weapons, amulets against evil, food. Someone had pigeons grilled with honey. There were dates and figs, mutton, couscous with chickpeas. She was hungry, she realized. That could wait. 


No wine or other spirits were to be seen, not in a public market among the Asharites. They’d drink in private, though, many of them. Or sometimes among the Jaddites or Kindath, in their inns and taverns here, forbidden though it was. Forbidding things could make them appealing, she’d often thought. A hint of danger with your wine, like spices.


Whenever she looped back, as if herding those she’d urged to come hear the newly arrived storyteller from the south, she paused long enough to listen and confirm: the man knew how to tell a tale, and to seductively promise more in the intervals when the collection vessel was going around. He called people my darlings and my loves, drawing them in, as tale-tellers did. 


There were a number of women among those around him now, of all ages. He was a handsome man; she imagined some of the women lingering hoped his eyes might linger on them. They were unveiled if they were from the Muwardi tribes, had their faces carefully covered if they were from the east or owed allegiance there. They were all Asharite, worshipping the stars of his vision, but there were differences. Just as there were differences among her own Jaddite people, east and west.


There had been an Eastern Patriarch in Sarantium until a few years ago. Sarantium was no more; neither was that holy man, whatever his name had been, and there was no successor. The world had changed with that fall. It mattered and it didn’t, Nadia thought. You still needed to feed and shelter yourself, try to achieve—on your own, or with friends if you found any to trust—whatever you decided your destiny and desires were. That remained unchanged for ordinary people, whether a golden city far away was claimed by one army or another. One faith or another.


Neither the Eastern Patriarch nor the one in Rhodias, so near their home, had been able to stop corsairs from raiding her family’s farm, killing her father as she watched, taking her away screaming, selling her as a slave. They hadn’t raped her on the ship. Virgins were worth more.


No Patriarch would protect her now, either. No one would. She was a woman dealing with life on her own. Anyone, she thought, who lived by trusting in prayers, or too readily accepting others, was not living in the world as it was given to them.


Bells began to sound throughout the city, the temples summoning the faithful to midday prayer. She took the earthenware bowl around a last time, quickly, before the crowd left. Donations were good; people liked being generous before going to ask mercy of their god and the stars.


She carried it back to al-Siyab. “It is a goodly sum, my lord,” she said, as if excited. He hadn’t stopped her from calling him “lord.”


“It is a start,” he said dismissively. “Never worry, I will feed you. I keep my promises.” He met her eyes for a moment. Probably too long a moment, but it was all right. She did file away, as if in a coffret in her mind, the idea that he might be reckless as well as arrogant. They did go together, those traits. Rafel would have said that; she could hear his voice saying so. Was she beginning to think like him?


She and al-Siyab also went to a temple, one of many near the market, following a crowd. A man offering sight of the future, or protection against the evil intent of others, or secret words to elicit love . . . such a man needed to be seen praying, honouring the visions of Ashar. The wadjis were everywhere, watching, anxious to preserve their own influence in a city with a notably dissolute khalif and traders from all over the world coming in and out by land and sea.


There were many things, Rafel was always saying, that a prudent merchant needed to be aware of, let alone a smuggler, in order to find a profit, stay alive. Which made it, of course, even more unexpected that he’d said yes to the offer presented to them that night in Almassar, the proposal that had brought them here. 


She’d said yes, too, hadn’t she? There was that. 










‌CHAPTER II


‌It took five days for him to be summoned to the palace, but he had thought it would be longer, so this was good. 


Ghazzali al-Siyab, born in Almassar to a family expelled with all the Asharites (and the Kindath) from Esperaña, had, accordingly, no memories of a family home there, no sense of loss or absence—that was his father’s calamity, and his mother’s, not his. 


Once settled in Almassar, the family had flourished. He knew only that. He had benefitted from his father’s erudition and his own quickness. Also, perhaps, as the years passed, from a willingness to deviate from a strict observance of laws and codes. His father said he was shaming their name in those years; Ghazzali became skilled at ignoring this. It was complicated by loving his father. A reason he moved from their house, quite young. 


He had come into contact with similar young men as he passed into adulthood, and through them, eventually, his particular talents became known to more powerful figures in the world of smuggled goods. In Almassar at first, and then beyond. And because of this, later still, he came to the attention of some who worked for two extremely prominent men. They had recruited him for a small, testing task, then another, then a third one, more dangerous. And now this, in Abeneven, which might make his fortune, but involved killing someone.


He’d never done that. He was trying not to think about it too much. He told his stories in the market in the afternoons, with the Jaddite woman, disguised as a boy, moving among the crowds, crying his praise, bringing him listeners. She interested him. He was certain she’d been enslaved, though no one had talked about that on the ship, let alone how she’d become free, if he was right. Her role in finding listeners for him became less necessary as the days went by. He was good at storytelling, enjoyed it, had a range of tales, and some were from the mountain tribes and even farther south. 


He’d never been beyond the mountains. That was a lie. He’d just listened, carefully, to storytellers in the marketplace at home. A young man with time on his hands. Good listeners learned a lot, even those who preferred the sound of their own voice. He was a vain but not a foolish person. 


The last three mornings here, he’d welcomed paying students into the courtyard of the small, comfortable place where he was staying (it had been booked for him; their two patrons were well-connected). He taught the work and thoughts of revered scholars. Also some less admired, or even condemned, but nonetheless in his view (his father’s view, being honest) deserving of discussion and reflection. He really did know what he was talking about. It was a part of why he’d been chosen to do this with the Kindath man and the Jaddite woman and their ship. 


He wondered about their partnership, those two, how that had come to be. They weren’t lovers, he was certain of that.


They controlled his payment. He didn’t like that part at all. He’d spent a lot of time on the ship trying to devise a way to change this, and had failed. He was not, after all, in a position to negotiate, and the amount he would receive if they did this was colossal. He wasn’t entirely trusted—by the two who’d hired them, or the two on the ship. He supposed he wouldn’t have entirely trusted himself.


But one of the people who’d attended his morning discussion two days ago (he’d been putting forth a part of the thinking of the very great ibn Udad on the fall of empires) had come from the palace. A manner, a way of standing, then assuming a sitting position when he invited them all to do so. Those from a court were . . . different. Even in how they moved. Ghazzali hoped, one day, to be one of them, be different in that way.


In the event, he was unsurprised to receive a visitor the next morning, before he was due to begin teaching. He had told the woman, Nadia—she was staying with him now, in her guise as a boy—that this was likely to happen. Perhaps he really was a magician, tapping the half-world to foretell what was to come. Perhaps a djinn, or an angel with a hundred eyes, would appear to serve and defend him . . . 


Perhaps. But for now he was in a complex state of mind as he walked with an escort and his disguised boy-servant, passing through Abeneven towards the palace on a bright, windy morning. Scents and sounds, fruit trees flowering, the fragrant arrival of springtime along the coast. 


They went up the hill, away from the harbour and the market, eventually arriving at the city’s great temple. There was a crowd in the forecourt there. Looking to his left, back down, al-Siyab could see the sea, choppy with whitecaps, and the boats moored at the docks beneath the fortifications and the city’s cannon there. He could see their own boat.


They climbed farther, walking towards the sunrise. A stronger breeze up here. They came to the massive entrance gate in the palace walls. The Palace of the Pearl. No one knew where the name had come from. Some pearls, probably, he thought, amusing himself. He had arrived. The walls were formidable, warlike. Defences were always needed, the world being what it was. 


They were eyed carefully, searched, and waved in. Passing through those stern, high gates, and then an open courtyard, he saw gardens. 


They entered the first of these. Gazelles and peacocks, orange and lemon trees in tidy rows amid the riotous flowers of spring. Perhaps riotous was the wrong word, al-Siyab thought, if one was going to be diplomatic at a court. He smiled to himself. He was tense, focused, alert.


A second garden beyond a two-toned horseshoe arch, made in imitation of Al-Rassan. A fountain here, stone lions guarding it in the light—also modelled on those of Al-Rassan the beloved, the long lost. Another nod to vanished glory. Himself, he told stories of the past but preferred to look forward to what might come in the time in which they lived. Or what might be caused to come, by a man clever and brave enough. The fountain was handsome, though. There were more gazelles.


They approached a shaded arcade. He saw yet another garden beyond it, through another arch, but they turned here, walked a distance on stone, their steps loud. It was cooler in the shade. They climbed an exterior flight of stone stairs. That was good, he thought, he was being welcomed to the more private level of the palace. Another corridor. Finally, his escorts stopped outside a heavy wood-and-metal door. It was here, evidently, that he was to meet and converse with the khalif of Abeneven, who had learned of his presence here. As they’d intended. 


The boy, Enbilcar, stood quietly behind him—the woman, Nadia, really. He didn’t know the rest of her name. She’d never told him. He could find out, of course. Her presence in the room was part of their first plan today, if it could happen. If it didn’t, there was another plan. He’d been told she was skilled with knives and small swords. He didn’t ask how this had come to be. She wouldn’t have told him. He knew that much by now. 


She would not have been able to carry a knife into the palace. Unless she knew how to hide a blade so that guards could not find it. Unlikely. Perhaps she had ways to kill that did not require a weapon. On reflection, that might be so.


It was not to be, in any case. The guards at this last doorway were clear, and in a manner not admitting of discussion. Only the teacher was permitted to enter. He was searched again for weapons. He carried no weapons.


Only a vial. It was not found. Al-Siyab had some experience in hiding things, but it had been the Kindath merchant, ben Natan, who had shown him this concealment. A long-time smuggler, versed in such matters, it seemed. Ghazzali had been pleased; he liked learning useful things.


Nadia made no objection outside the door, of course. There was no possible way for her to do so—a boy who’d met him in the marketplace and run around with his bowl collecting coins? She’d be beaten for opening her mouth here. Nor could al-Siyab object. He had no plausible reason, and they had anticipated this would happen. 


Briskly, he told the boy to return to their quarters and await him. “If I appear likely to be late for the marketplace, go to where we always are and tell them I have been summoned to an audience with the khalif. It will be a good thing for people to know this.”


It would have been, if a storyteller’s reputation and coins in the market were what they had come here for. She turned and left, back the way they’d come. A man escorted her. This was not a careless place, it seemed. He said a quick prayer under his breath. He wasn’t above doing that (you never knew, in this life). He entered the room as the door was opened for him. 


It was large, expensively furnished. This was a palace, and this would be a room where only selected guests were received. He was being treated with respect. It was good. 


Handsome eastern carpets on the floor. Tables inset with mother of pearl, leather-covered divans, stools with animal furs covering the seats, multicoloured fabrics hanging on the walls. Three tall, standing candelabras, many candles burning in each. A large fireplace with a large fire burning, even in springtime. The shutters on the window overlooking the garden were closed. The ceiling, he saw, was blue-black, painted with Ashar’s stars. 


A tall, plump man in a severe dark robe awaited him. There was a servant or slave by an inner door. Another guard, with a short, curved sword and an unexpectedly malevolent glance. Al-Siyab wondered if such glances, the capacity to deploy them, were a part of being posted here. He knew the tall man wasn’t the khalif. He assumed he knew who it was. 


He felt a surge of excitement, a wave in the blood. Moments like this, he thought, were what a bold man lived for. He was anxious, though. You’d be a fool and a half not to be.


“For the khalif and this court, I bid you welcome, Ghazzali al-Siyab,” said the tall man. He did not bow, which confirmed the guess as to his identity.


Ghazzali did bow. Once only, but in full. “I am honoured beyond my worth by the invitation,” he said. He smiled—it was brief, professional. “Would I be correct in thinking that I have the great privilege of addressing the celebrated vizier of his excellency the khalif?”


The man nodded slightly. No visible reaction to celebrated. He wore a turban—as did Ghazzali in this city; his was wound differently. He had his reasons. The vizier had a neatly trimmed beard (vanity?) and wore three rings, one of them a large ruby (also vanity?).


The vizier said, “We will converse here when the illustrious khalif is gracious enough to join us. You will be permitted to sit if he does, and will remain until he signals an end to the discourse. You will then leave the same way you entered, bearing this reward.” He spoke with exaggerated precision, enunciating each word with such care that Ghazzali wondered if he’d had a speech difficulty as a child. He knew people like that.


The vizier held out a small, crimson-dyed leather pouch. Ghazzali bowed again, stepped forward and accepted it, tucked it into a pocket of his robe. Bowed yet again. It was heavy enough. Not that it mattered, with what was at stake here. He saw a silver tray bearing a flask of wine on a lacquered table beside one of the divans. Another tray held candied citrus peels. A number of intricately patterned cushions were scattered on the carpets. For his use, clearly. Sitting at the feet of the mighty. The wine mattered. There were three glasses, he noted. A problem. Not insurmountable, they’d discussed this, too, on the ship.


They had been counting on wine, even in the morning. The khalif of Abeneven had a reputation.


The khalif of Abeneven entered the room. No announcement or ceremony. An inner door was opened and a slight man entered. A waft of scent accompanied him. Sandalwood. The door closed behind him, softly. 


His turban was green, Ghazzali saw, for royalty and power. His robe was purple, rippling shades of it, gold-trimmed down the sides and across the bottom. The Jaddites in the east had used purple to symbolize imperial rank, before the fall of Sarantium. No one else was to wear it. Al-Siyab wondered if a khalif in a western Asharite city knew that, or if he just liked the opulence of the colour. The robe was open-necked, which was decadent and unusual. Even more decadent was the necklace he wore. Or, more particularly, the absurdly large, arrestingly green diamond that hung from it.


He knew that diamond. Knew about it, at any rate. Everyone did.


Seeing it now, worn by this khalif, not sequestered in some treasury, caused Ghazzali al-Siyab to begin rapidly amending the plans for this morning—while dealing with an accelerating pulse. 


He hoped, if anyone noticed his disarray, they’d attribute it to awe.


It was awe, in fact.


You needed to be able to do this, he thought. Amend plans. Circumstances altered, you reacted to them. This . . . was a circumstance.


He knelt and made obeisance twice, both times with his head touching the elegant carpet. He drew a few breaths, trying to steady himself. He sat up straight but did not stand, remaining upon his knees. He smiled up at Keram al-Faradi, who had reigned here for almost ten years now, from his earliest entry into adulthood, when his father had died and he’d had his younger brothers strangled, as was usually the case.


This time the smile was his best one. One handsome man greeting another appreciatively with his eyes. He was good at this, Ghazzali reminded himself. The khalif stopped beside a divan and registered the smile, registered Ghazzali al-Siyab, kneeling prettily before him. You wanted to appear in such moments like a honeyed pastry, irresistible. That diamond, however. That stupefying object . . . 


“This is the philosopher?” the khalif asked. His voice was light, appealing. 


“It is, excellency,” said the vizier. “Here in response to your summons. Shall I pour wine for the three of us?”


There was a pause. Brief, but it was there.


“No. No. Conversations of this sort are best shared between one thinker and another. You may leave us, my vizier. Take the guard as well. I do not fear a philosopher,” said the khalif of Abeneven.


Mistake, thought Ghazzali al-Siyab. He felt his heartbeat slowing towards normal.


He said, with a self-deprecating gesture, “Ah, I fear that title honours me too greatly, excellence. I am a teller of tales and somewhat versed in the writings of thinkers. I can teach some of their thought. I would never proclaim myself a sage, or learned. I . . . I suppose I enjoy wine, and other pleasures of life, too much for that.”


“So,” said the khalif, smiling a little, “did many of those thinkers. You may go, Nisim. I will call if you are required.”


“Excellency—” the vizier began.


The khalif looked at him. No more than that. 


“Excellency,” the vizier said, in a different tone.


The vizier, the guard, the slave, all left through that inner doorway. It closed behind them.


“Why,” asked the khalif of Abeneven, without preamble, “are you wearing a turban? They told me you are from Almassar, a Muwardi. Of the Zuhrite tribe. No green or red cap?”


Ghazzali was surprised, and impressed. The palace hadn’t had a lot of time to have him investigated. He searched backwards, a memory came: a women stopping with her slave to listen to his stories three days ago. She had lingered, after, asked questions eagerly. She wore no veil. Her eyes had been remarkable, her questions and gaze flattering. An appealing mouth. The vizier, Ghazzali thought, was good at his tasks.


To a point.


He said, “Excellence, I will confess, only to you, that I wear the turban to present myself, for those who come to me in the marketplace, as having crossed the mountains from the south, which is true! I have returned with stories and teachings from there, where turbans are more often worn than the head coverings of our Muwardi tribes. I have even wrapped mine in the southern fashion, as you see. My lord, appearance matters when one is in a marketplace, competing with others for attention.” He allowed himself another smile.


It was returned. “You are not in the marketplace now,” said the khalif. “You have . . . my attention.”


There was no real way to miss the implication. Ghazzali nodded, said nothing. Silence was useful sometimes.


“You may remove the turban while we are alone. No one will disturb us. No wadjis to censure, I promise. Not here.”


You’d have to be an ignorant youth from some mountain slope, herding your goats, not to take the meaning here, Ghazzali thought. He nodded acquiescence and slowly unwrapped his pale-coloured turban. He kissed it and set it down, then shook out his long, thick, black hair. The khalif watched him closely. Then smiled again.


“Better. You may stand. I have something to show you. Let me find it.” He turned to a low table by the wall behind him.


It became, accordingly, almost too easy. “Should I pour us wine, excellence?” Ghazzali asked, rising. 


“You should,” the khalif of Abeneven said, busy at the table, which held several texts and coffers.


There had been much practice aboard the ship with the glass vial tucked into a fold inside his sleeve. A full portion of what it contained would kill, he’d been told.


Ghazzali made the quick bending-up-then-straight-down motion of his left arm that freed the vial to fall into his cupped, waiting palm. He removed the stopper of the wine flask. He poured a glass mostly full with wine, opened the vial quickly, and dropped some of what was in it into that glass, his body screening the motion, should the khalif turn around. 


Only some, however. Only about half. 


Circumstances. They changed, you responded. He poured a second glass for himself. Waited a moment, watching the contents of the vial disappear in the first glass. He put the re-stoppered vial back inside his sleeve.


He had just altered all their plans. Made the decision himself. There was no one to talk it over with, was there? He couldn’t call a meeting! The woman had been ordered to leave. The Kindath was on the ship or in the market, pretending to be here to trade. His partners would simply have to adapt with him. When they saw what he brought, if he succeeded, they would agree with what he’d done and celebrate, setting sail. He would play fairly with them, he would bring it back to the ship. They’d decide together where to take it. And they really didn’t want too many people hunting them down across the world. Why he’d used only a part of the vial. 


Might be an error. You could always make errors.


He was standing by the table, waiting attentively, bare-headed, when the khalif straightened, turned, crossed the room. He gestured for Ghazzali to examine the book he held.


Ghazzali bowed again and accepted it. He looked at a stained, dark-brown cover. A very old book, worn leather, frayed binding. Not in good condition at all. He wondered. He read the title. Knew it, of course. 


A premonitory shiver. He opened the book, carefully. 


He saw the name, beautifully written, on the first page, realized it was a signature, and that the text was in the same handwriting, and . . .


And his mouth fell open. Not, this time, a contrived expression.


He swallowed hard. He reached, a little desperately, for words. He said, surprising himself, “My father would have fallen to his knees. This is . . . the original text, lord?”


The khalif smiled. “It is. His own handwriting. He copied it out himself. It was bound in this leather at that time, or shortly after. It is inscribed by ibn Udad for the khalif of Khatib, where the writing was finished in exile in the east, two hundred years ago. Your father was a scholar?”


“He was, he is, excellence. Much of what I know, I know from him.”


“You remain close, then? Commendable.”


This was not where he wanted the conversation to go.


“Distance has an impact, as always, excellence. May I ask . . . is it permitted . . . how is this here? This is . . . it is . . .” He seemed to have become inarticulate. “This is the hand of ibn Udad? And the text of the Prologue to Knowledge?”


“It is,” the khalif said again. “The original. In his hand.” It seemed to give him pleasure, repeating this. 


Only the first copy of the most famed work in the Asharite world. 


Even Jaddite and Kindath scholars knew of ibn Udad, honoured him, studied him. This book, the masterwork of a great man’s life, was no less than an effort to explain the forces of time and history, the rise and fall of kingdoms and empires. Nothing like it before. And in the two hundred years since? Mostly other men grappling with this text as best they could.


The khalif of Abeneven looked immensely satisfied with himself, and with Ghazzali’s dazed response. He glanced over at the wine, meaningfully. Ghazzali put the book down with extreme care, and took the two glasses. A narrow, narrow escape. Carelessness! If the other man had reached out himself, taken the wrong glass . . . 


He couldn’t allow himself to remain as overwhelmed as he was feeling just now. He had a task here.


He extended the necessary glass. It was claimed. The khalif took a sip. The contents (the partial contents) of the vial were odourless and tasteless, he’d been told. A poison that went back to Al-Rassan. He didn’t care about its origins. He did care whether or not he’d judged rightly, doing so at speed, without knowledge as to the amount he’d poured.


The khalif of Abeneven set down his glass unfinished, which worried Ghazzali a moment, but then the other man reached up with slender arms and began unwinding his own turban. When this was done he dropped it on the carpet, carelessly, and ran a hand through his hair. He was still a young man, of an age with Ghazzali. The scent of sandalwood lingered, in a carefully judged degree.


“The book, lord, please. How . . . ?”


“I had it stolen for me,” said Keram al-Faradi, khalif of Abeneven. Another cheerful smile. “From the palace library in Khatib. Three years ago. You might remember hearing of it? They were . . . distressed.”


Distressed. Word of that theft had raced across the Asharite world, right to the western edge of it in Almassar. Ghazzali’s father, learning of it, had rained down imprecations against the barbarians who would steal such a glorious text. The original, in the great man’s own hand? This book was, for the right person, as valuable as the impossibly green diamond the khalif wore.


Which meant, right now, now, further adjustments to this morning, which was changing by the moment as the sun rose outside.


“You understand, of course,” said the khalif, carelessly, “that if the least breath of a word that it is here slips out, you will be killed?”


Ghazzali said, “I would never do that, lord. I would happily spend days reading and discussing this with you, excellence. I am . . . I am ravished to be looking at it.”


“Ravished?” said the khalif.


Ghazzali lifted his glass. “I salute you, my lord, for having been so bold as to want it here and cause it to be so. Ibn Udad was one of us, from the Majriti, surely his book belongs here in the west. Let Khatib have its own scholars! He has written in these pages that civilizations may rise and fall on the boldness of their leaders. Or its absence. As much so as their piety, he says, important as that is.” He sipped his wine. 


“Sometimes,” he added, “we must be brave in pursuing the desire for knowledge that Ashar places in our hearts. Or . . . any other desires. In our hearts.” He seemed to have regained his control of words.


The khalif laughed aloud. He had a pleasant laugh. Their eyes met and held. Ghazzali lowered his, as was proper. The other man picked up his wineglass, and this time he drained it. “Shall we now,” he said lightly, “discourse together upon the teachings of ibn Udad?”


But what he did, after saying this, was set the glass down, step forward, and kiss Ghazzali on the mouth, displaying no inclination at all towards haste, or philosophical discourse.


Ghazzali wondered for a frightened moment about any poison that might be on the other’s lips, or his tongue, but then inwardly shrugged. There was nothing for it. He looped his hands around the khalif’s waist and kept him close. The kiss lingered, shifted, grew intense.


“What would please you, excellence?” Ghazzali asked at length, drawing his head back a little. 


“This does,” the khalif said.


“I am happy to hear it. I have other thoughts, as well. Perhaps your robe feels . . . superfluous? Just now?”


That appealing laugh. They moved towards the largest of the divans. It had almost certainly been used in this way before, Ghazzali thought. Keram al-Faradi lifted his robe slowly over his head and let it fall beside the divan. He had a slender, beautiful body. He put his arms up, crossed upon his head, a picture, posed. Ghazzali glanced down along the length of the other man’s body. Saw that he was aroused, and . . . 


“Oh my,” he said sincerely.


The khalif sat down and then lay back on the dark-brown leather of the divan. “What other thoughts did you have?” he asked, his words languorous now.


More than languorous. Slurred, in fact.


Ghazzali, taking his time, knelt on the carpet beside him. “I have many thoughts, exalted lord. Shall I tell you some of them? One might involve your nether garment here, if that is not too bold on my part.”


“Bold? Yes. Boldness would . . . that would be . . .”


It would probably have been a pleasing encounter, also a lucrative one, had a greater opportunity not already presented itself, Ghazzali al-Siyab thought. The khalif happened to be extravagantly endowed. Ghazzali’s exclamation of surprise when he’d glanced down had been real. It was not the important thing here, however.


Rather more so was that the khalif was now unconscious. He was breathing slowly, but steadily. His erection had not subsided, which was mildly of interest.


Ghazzali began moving quickly. He stood, bent forward, unclasped the golden chain from around the other man’s neck. The Diamond of the South was in his hands. Famed enough to have a name. He was holding it, this dazzling magnificence. The world was a remarkable place, he thought. The gem was heavy, especially on the thick chain. It was shockingly green. An enchantment. Unique in the world. 


As was the book. He removed the diamond from the golden chain. Walked over and tossed the chain so it hit the back wall and fell down behind the fire. A moment’s thought and he freed the vial from his sleeve again, and tossed it into the flames. It shattered with a small sound. It was a small vial. The diamond . . . he picked up his turban and began winding it back on his head, tucking the diamond securely within. It was too big, too heavy to go inside the sleeve of his robe or a pocket. You adjusted, adapted. You might grow impossibly rich, with great good fortune.


The book next. A larger challenge, but he’d worn loose, belted linen trousers under a tunic today, by the grace of Ashar. An accident, a random choice. Such things could save you or destroy you. He fitted the book inside the trousers at his waist, tightened his belt over his tunic, over where the book sat. It stayed. It would have to, for long enough. He reminded himself not to bow too deeply. To anyone. 


He might be dead in moments, of course. He’d die, if so, with two of the great things of the world on his person. Boldness was not only the province of leaders of civilizations, leading to their rise or ending. A single, ordinary life could rise—or end—because of it as well.


He looked around the room. Only a little time had passed, but it felt as if a chasm lay between now and moments ago. The khalif on the divan was still breathing. Ghazzali seemed to have made that decision, too: he was not going to kill the other man. An assassination on top of these thefts? There would be nowhere on earth they could ever go, he’d decided. He was aware it was not necessarily a perfect thought, and that his innocence in the matter of murder might be guiding him here.


So be it, if so. Men could make mistakes. Or do exactly the right thing for unlikely reasons. Time ran and showed you which it had been. Only afterwards could you look back and smile and shake your head—or be beheaded and disembowelled in the white sunlight of the same marketplace where you’d been telling stories.


On impulse, partly mischievous but partly not, Ghazzali walked over and pulled the other man’s silk undergarment down to his knees, exposing his continuing erection. It really was exceptional.


He straightened. He was ready. He was even ready to die, but he wasn’t going to leave these two things behind. And he wasn’t a murderer. Truths found and known. As simple as that, if anything was simple in a man’s life. He had a sudden, unexpected image of his father, back home, holding the book he now carried tucked into his trousers. 


He’d be weeping, Ghazzali thought. He’d be trying to keep his tears from falling on the book.


He walked to the inner door. Took a steadying breath.


“My lord vizier!” he called, anxious but not frightened, and not too loudly. That was the needed tone and level. “Please be so good as to enter. I know not what to do.”


The door opened quickly. They hadn’t been far.


What was to happen next would now happen.


‌










CHAPTER III


‌The vizier of the court and khalif of Abeneven would stand at the very precipice of a violent death later that morning. At the moment, however, alive and agitated, he strode back into the room where the khalif lay, followed by the guard.


In his view, he should never have been asked to leave it. And it is true that much would have unfolded differently had he not. For himself, for many others in the world. Lives changed because the khalif had instructed him to leave.


The Muwardi storyteller, looking uneasy but not especially disturbed—more of a disconcerted expression, the vizier would decide later—held a finger to his lips for quiet, and pointed at the largest divan. Upon it, asleep, disturbingly unclothed and displaying an enormously large, very much erect organ of procreation, lay the khalif.


Their guest appeared to belatedly notice that last.


“In Ashar’s holy name!” he exclaimed, but under his breath. 


The storyteller moved swiftly, claimed the khalif’s purple robe from the carpet beside the divan, and draped it over him, covering Keram al-Faradi carefully from chin to lower legs. An improvement. The erection beneath the robe did still cause a dissonant distension, but it was no longer so . . . assertively present. And it wasn’t as if they could do anything about it!


The vizier would not, himself, have invoked Ashar’s name in that particular context, but that wasn’t the important thing here. Profoundly disturbed by the sight that greeted him, Nisim ibn Zukar whispered fiercely, “What happened here?”


A heartbeat later he realized that he mostly knew—and didn’t want it said aloud. He held up both hands abruptly, palms out. “Never mind!” he said quickly, as the man opened his mouth, appearing much too eager to explain how the khalif happened to be unclothed and . . . excited.


“This,” Ghazzali al-Siyab said intensely, but keeping his voice blessedly low, “has never happened to me!” The guard, ibn Zukar noted, looked murderous. He felt somewhat so himself.


The vizier had a good idea what the guest meant by those words and a very good idea that he didn’t want details. Whatever had been in progress in this chamber had not had much to do with the writings of the learned. Nor, based on evidence still presented through the covering robe, had it reached a conclusion.


Not that he wanted to know.


“Get out,” he said, setting in motion his own destiny. “You have your purse,” he added. “It is more than generous. Leave the palace, go back to the marketplace. Do what you do there.” He made his gaze hard and cold, a thing he knew how to do. “If anything, anything of this morning becomes known in the city, or anywhere else in the world, you will be found and flayed and gelded before dying. Is it understood?”


The other man stared at him. “But . . . but, my lord vizier, it was, we did not—”


“Silence!” the vizier snapped. Too loudly. He glanced instinctively at the divan. The khalif showed no reaction at all. He lay on his back. He breathed quietly, covered by his robe. The bulging of that robe remained, midway along his recumbent form, one’s gaze helplessly drawn to it. It really was, the vizier thought . . . well, he didn’t choose to apply a word or phrase to what it really was.


“Go,” he repeated. “You have done nothing worthy of punishment, but must not remain here. If . . . should the illustrious khalif have further desire, er, further wish, um . . . have any need for your presence, you will be summoned.”


Words could be such awkward things, the vizier thought. 


Before leaving, the storyteller turned at the door. “Does he . . . has the blessed khalif ever shown an inclination to fall asleep like . . . in this fashion before?”


The man was impossible! Why had they ever invited him? 


The vizier declined to answer. He pushed past, opened the door himself. The guards were outside, as they were required to be. He said, “Take this man to the gates. Escort him with courtesy.”


He was careful to keep his body positioned so neither guard could see into the room. The sunlight beyond the arcade was very white; they couldn’t have seen much, thanks be to Ashar and the stars.


The storyteller finally performed his bow—not as deeply as upon entering, the vizier noted sourly—and left. Ibn Zukar quickly closed the door. He looked back at the khalif, where he lay, as he lay. He sighed. He set himself to thinking.


What he did not think about until later—after the slave, going to build the fire back up as the khalif slept on, found the gold chain behind it—was how carefully the storyteller had brought the robe right to the khalif’s chin, hiding his chest. 


The vizier walked over then and gently pulled down the robe. No diamond. Of course no diamond. He’d known from the moment the chain was lifted out of the fireplace. Ruin stared him in the face, an executioner’s sword loomed like a curved blackness blotting the bright sun.


He summoned the leader of the palace guards. “Find that man!” he ordered. “Find him at peril of your life! Call everyone on duty! Say the same to them! Go!”


He felt as if he could still say things like that, about risk to their lives, rather than his, but not for much longer if they failed. He didn’t offer an explanation. They were merely guards. He was the vizier of Abeneven. But he had invited the man to the palace. He had left him alone with the khalif!


And then, later in the day, calamity was piled upon calamity, as a mountain might be laid upon a mountain by the god. Never by a mortal man; some things were beyond the power of mortal men.


Still, the vizier thought, a little desperately, holding the necklace chain, aware that he was perspiring heavily, you had your life as long as . . . as long as you still had it. And you did whatever it was that you could do to survive.


‌Ghazzali walked away briskly but with no sign of haste. He had done this before, though never with thefts on this scale. There was nothing on this scale, he thought. Someone greeted him, he was the new, engaging storyteller in the market, he was known in the city now, it seemed. He smiled benignly as he went by, but didn’t slow. He had no idea how long it would take for an alarm to be raised in the palace, but he thought he had some time. He kept an eye out for Nadia, either still in disguise or having changed back to female clothing. He didn’t expect to see her, though. They had a meeting place. Not the rooms he’d taken, nor the Kindath home she’d used before he came.


She and Rafel had been precise in planning this. Even to branching paths if possibilities closed off: such as her not being allowed in the palace room. He’d taken mental notes all along as they’d talked on the ship. There was much he could learn from these two. He hoped to continue doing so, until they sold the two treasures he was carrying and were all impossibly rich. 


First, however, he’d have to persuade them he’d done the right thing, switching from assassination to theft. 


A branching possibility, he’d call it! And not just any thefts, he’d say, and then show them what he had taken. He’d explain about the book, and why it was surely better that they not also be hunted across the whole of the Middle Sea by those seeking the assassins of a khalif. He thought that was true, he was persuading himself it was with every step he took through the market noises and smells. But surely better was overstating things and he knew it. He’d say likely better. These were shrewd partners he had.


A sudden thought. It was even possible al-Faradi, when he woke, would keep the thefts quiet, out of shame. Unlikely, but possible! Ghazzali had made a decision at speed, in the midst of changing circumstances. He’d say that, too. And here he was, he’d say, bringing them two of the most valuable objects in the world . . . 


Here, initially, was a shop at the back of a smaller market off the main one. The shop was empty, boarded up, no wares on display, no sign of what it had once been used for. You couldn’t see in. He looked around. No one. It was quiet here. Not, of course, an accident. He opened the low door, left unlocked, as promised. He ducked his head and went in.


Nadia was waiting for him. 


She was back in woman’s clothing, wearing an eastern face veil now, pulled down to her neck at the moment, out of the way. He was to trim his beard here and put on a mouth veil to walk back to the ship. On a small table he saw the green Muwardi hat he’d exchange his turban for. His own change of clothing was laid out. They wouldn’t walk together. She had lit two lamps, there was little light entering, slivers of sunlight through cracks in the wall. Also on the table was a pair of long scissors. No mirror. The beard didn’t have to be tidy, just short. The veil would cover most of it.


She nodded. “Good. You are here. Now tell me he is dead.”


“Wait,” he said.


“No. Is he dead?”


“Wait,” he repeated, and began unwinding his turban. Her expression was not a pleasant one, but she waited.


He was careful with the turban, reached up and in before it was fully unwound, claimed the thing of glory inside, the object that would, if carefully dealt with, change their lives.


He showed it to her, smiling; the Diamond of the South. In this small space it looked even more stupendously large. The lamplight was reflected by it, though some of the light seemed to penetrate the green depths of the stone. It was heavy again in his hand. It was a wonder of the world. 


“You know what this is?” he asked.


“A large diamond,” she said. “Valuable. Is he dead?”


“It is the largest diamond of its kind in the world, Nadia! It is unique, famed. It is worth more money than we could ever have dreamed of! All we need do is work out who can buy it, where they are, perhaps create a competition among wealthy men for it!”


“He is not dead,” said Nadia. Her tone was flat.


“Are you even looking?” Ghazzali exclaimed. He was more than a little outraged. “I should hold back and not even show you the other thing I have!”


She said nothing. She had, he decided, a cold face when she was angry. It was hard, unyielding. Like a diamond, he thought, sourly.


He lifted his robe, undid his belt, let it fall to the dirt floor. He claimed the book from within his trousers. “And . . . he had this, too! He showed it to me, so proudly. Had it stolen for him, from Khatib. Three years ago. The theft was notorious, no one ever knew who had it! Look!” He was talking too much, he thought. She’d made him nervous.


“What book is it?” she said quietly. She didn’t move to examine it.


“The first copy, the very first copy, of ibn Udad’s Prologue! In his own hand! This . . . for the right buyer this will be worth as much as the diamond! Nadia, I have brought treasures from that palace!”


“And the khalif is not dead.”


He sighed. “Nadia, I made a decision quickly when I saw he was wearing this diamond. I didn’t want to have them pursuing us even more ferociously! I only used half the vial. He’s asleep, or he was when I left. The rest went exactly as planned! The vizier actually ordered me to leave, had me courteously escorted to the gates. We need to move. Can we please discuss this on the ship?”


She was still another moment, then nodded, expressionless. “Do your beard, get changed.”


He gave her his best smile. “Good,” he said. “This is all good!” He turned, picked up the long scissors, more like shears, really, from the table where he’d laid the book and diamond down.


Died.


‌She was genuinely good with knives and smaller swords and other lethal things. Had been trained as a bodyguard, some years after she’d grown into womanhood, by the man who’d owned her. There had been civil war, chaos, violent unrest within and around Almassar. Ibn Anash, an ally of the khalif, had thought it prudent for his own safety to have her learn these things. It also amused him, a woman guard, something others hadn’t done, didn’t have. He liked doing that.


Not wise, in the event, though he’d been an intelligent man. First person she’d killed. She did it with a knife. Letting him see her do it. Looking into his eyes.


She really did not mind killing Asharites.


For this one now, she used a knife again; thin, slender handle, sheathed on her right calf, under her boot. She hadn’t worn it to the palace. She stabbed Ghazzali al-Siyab at the base of the skull, as she’d been taught, the blade turned sideways to slide in better. A silent death. She moved to the left as she drove it in. There should be little blood if done right, but you needed to be careful. She couldn’t walk out of here bloodstained.


Nor, she had decided, could they risk letting him live. Al-Siyab was simply too accustomed to working alone, making his own decisions, ignoring plans, partnership. They’d taken an assignment here! Were being extremely well paid for a killing. But no, the half-dose of the poison, reckless thefts instead of the assassination that a pair of fiercely dangerous men had hired them to do. And if he was being pursued right now . . . ? 


She was already thinking of the lies they’d have to tell as to why the assassination had not happened. It had always been possible al-Faradi would keep his guards, that Ghazzali would not have a chance to put the contents of the vial in the wine. That there might be no wine in a morning encounter. They might have to say that was what had happened, she thought. But this was a problem, depending on what was reported, or even known in the palace and not reported . . . because the people who had hired them would have extremely good information.


They could pay back the money they’d been advanced. They would probably have to do that, she thought. Rafel had insisted they not spend any of it; she hadn’t disagreed. This task was so much beyond their usual.


It was not remotely the same as, say, smuggling gold sun disks from Esperaña into the port of Marsena using wine casks with false bottoms to avoid the duty on religious objects. Or bribing a man they knew there, a bribe being much less than the duties charged. That they knew all about. This? This represented uncharted waters, with whirlpools, as if they’d left the Middle Sea for the far west and were sailing north in the vast, open ocean. 


Al-Siyab lay dead at her feet. She’d done it neatly. There was little blood. If she were a better person, Nadia thought, she’d feel more regret that this had happened. Correction: that she had caused this to happen. She didn’t feel regret. Some anger.


That was what happened if Asharite corsairs had raided your farm and killed your father and taken you away, screaming and punching and scratching until you were clubbed unconscious with the hilt of a sword, to wake on board a galley. 


She had no idea, to this morning in Abeneven, if her mother and brother were alive. They’d been sent away when word of an inland raiding party had reached the farm. Her father wouldn’t leave. He’d told her to go too, and she’d refused. There were animals to be brought in, and she had a hiding place they’d devised long ago, in case the warning (there were many false warnings) was true this time.


Not a good enough hiding place. Not a false warning. The girl whose name had been Lenia then had been pulled from the covered pit behind the pigsty and dragged through the yard in triumph. Her father had been lying in the dirt, wounded, dying but not yet dead. So she had seen the sword stroke that ended his days. Heard the exultant cry behind the thrust.


Remembered it, still, always.


She was aware that the man lying here now had been clever and charming. That he had a father of distinction in the world of scholars and judges. And even that al-Siyab had—as he’d noted—brought two treasures to her, to them. As his partners.


Even so. Not a virtuous, loyal thing. A necessary one for him. He’d have known he couldn’t escape alone. Not from them, and not from those who’d hired them. He needed the ship. The palace would be hunting for him, possibly right now, and also looking for the boy who’d been his companion in the marketplace. 


No. Ghazzali al-Siyab had not been reliable. Not safe. He hadn’t done what they’d come here to do. Not because he couldn’t. Because he’d chosen not to. He’d placed them in immense, immediate peril. For a jewel. For a book. You could die in the world if you did things like that.
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