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THE DAUGHTERS OF IZDIHAR


Barefoot, Nehal walked until cool waves kissed her feet. She squinted at the sun, which hung low like a ripe orange, then waded into the ocean. She planted both feet in the sand, steadying herself, and reached out to the waves. Slowly, she brought her arms up, curling her fingers into fists as she took control of the water and drew it around her hands, forming two wobbly, awkward towers. Her pulse thrummed, blood one with the water, as she maneuvered the towers toward herself.
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NEHAL


NEHAL DARWEESH WANTED TO SPIT FIRE, BUT UNFORTUnately she did not have that particular ability. Instead, she pulled out the liquid contents of a glass of water and separated them into rather large and ungainly droplets, much to the irritation of her mother, Shaheera, who found herself the unfortunate target of the storm.


Shaheera was leaning against a vanity laden with various concoctions of oils and perfumes. Her arms and legs were both tightly crossed, her forehead slowly setting into an even tighter scowl. Her corkscrew curls, which Nehal had inherited, were pulled back into a neat bun and oiled to a perfect sheen. Slowly, she began to tap her foot in warning.


Finally, when Nehal’s rain began to pool at Shaheera’s feet, Shaheera clapped her hands together and snapped, “Enough!”


Nehal did not look at her mother, nor did she spare a glance for the seamstress at her feet, who was doing her best to write down Nehal’s measurements while politely ignoring the gathering storm in the room. Instead, Nehal stared out her veranda, which led directly to a white-sand beach and an expanse of glittering blue ocean. The veranda doors were open, as they nearly always were, bringing forth a warm salt-spray breeze and the humming melody of waves.


“Nehal.”


She could practically hear her mother’s teeth grinding together. With a pointedly loud sigh, Nehal closed her eyes, and the fat droplets returned to their glass, though the puddle on the floor remained; Nehal was nowhere near skilled enough to extract water from a rug. Still, she continued to ignore her mother, who had now begun to pace back and forth around her, skirting the edge of the large four-poster bed behind them.


“You would think we were sending you off to be executed, not married to one of the wealthiest men in all of Ramsawa,” muttered Shaheera. “And you’ve met him; you said he was nice, that you liked him—”


Nehal could keep quiet no longer. “That was before I knew I was being sold off to him!”


The seamstress, a tiny woman of about forty, shot up, sensing the fight’s escalation. With a halting look between mother and daughter, the seamstress said, “I’ve finished, my lady. Once I’ve completed all the adjustments, the wedding attire will be ready in a fortnight.”


“Excellent,” said Shaheera icily. “Thank you. You may go.” She did not even glance at the seamstress. Her gaze remained fixed on her daughter, who was now glaring back with equal fierceness. The two stared at each other silently, a battle of wills reminiscent of their many arguments, until the poor seamstress scurried away and closed the bedroom door behind her.


“This is unjust, Mama!” Nehal burst out. “You and Baba always promised I could choose my own husband, just as Nisreen did.”


Shaheera pinched the bridge of her nose. “Your sister found herself an excellent match. You, on the other hand, want to run off and be a soldier—”


“It’s an honorable profession,” Nehal protested.


“Honor does not pay debts,” snapped Shaheera. “And women don’t become soldiers. I’ve had enough of this nonsense. We’ve had the same conversation every day for a month—”


“Because you refuse to listen!” Nehal fumed. She picked up the periodical lying on her bed; the words The Vanguard were emblazoned across the front in bold, black calligraphy. Smaller text below read A Publication of the Daughters of Izdihar, and beneath that was a black-and-white photographic print of a young woman holding up a sign that read VOTES FOR WOMEN!


“If you would just read it—”


“Why would I need to read it when you’ve already told me everything it says?” Shaheera affected a mocking tone in a poor imitation of her daughter. “‘Ramsawa’s newly minted Ladies Izdihar Division! The first all-female military division in history—’”


“Because you don’t actually listen to me, clearly,” said Nehal irritably. “It’s the Academy that comes first; what’s wrong with going to school?”


“It’s not, as you so innocently phrase it, just school,” said Shaheera. “It’s a Weaving Academy—”


“What’s wrong with learning to be a weaver—”


“What’s wrong is that you are neither a soldier nor a street performer,” Shaheera snapped. “You’re a highborn lady, and you need to act like one. Not to mention this is skirting the bounds of the law and religion. An impressive feat.”


“It’s a government initiative,” said Nehal, “so they’re hardly skirting laws. And as for religion, I know for a fact you and Baba don’t give a donkey’s ass about the Order of the Tetrad—”


Shaheera clapped her hands thrice. “Language!” she snapped. “You are a Lady of House Darweesh, not a street urchin, and I’ll not have you act like one in this house.”


If I were a street urchin at least I’d be able to do whatever I want, Nehal thought. But that did not seem like something she ought to say out loud. “Mama . . .”


“All right, regale me then, Nehal. What’s your grand plan?”


In an uncharacteristic show of foresight, Nehal paused to consider her words. “I attend the Alamaxa Academy of the Weaving Arts. As an accomplished weaver, I’m recruited to join the Ladies Izdihar Division. I fight to bring honor to family and country.”


Shaheera rolled her eyes. “Ah, yes, my daughter, a foot soldier engaged in petty border skirmishes, in a women’s division no less. How honorable.”


Nehal groaned and turned away from her mother. She wanted nothing more than to march straight down to Alamaxa and enroll in the Academy herself, but as a woman, she could not join without a male guardian’s consent, which her father patently refused to give. It was one of the many infuriating ways in which Ramsawa insisted on infantilizing women.


There was also the matter of tuition: the Academy, newly reopened two years ago, and allowing entry to women only just this year, was free for men to attend, but women were required to pay tuition, which was exorbitant. And the Darweesh family was, as Nehal had recently discovered, in dire financial straits. Khalil Darweesh, Nehal’s father, had become embroiled in gambling debts over the years, leaving the family close to destitute.


Shaheera gently pulled Nehal back to face her. “You have a responsibility to this family, to your younger siblings, whether you like it or not. You were never entitled to choose your own husband.” The lines around Shaheera’s mouth softened slightly. “And you know we wouldn’t do this if we didn’t absolutely have to.”


At her mother’s pitying look, Nehal swallowed some of her rage, though her throat burned with it. Her mother was right; they had few other options. It was a quagmire that made Nehal want to scream and cry all at once, as loudly and as inconveniently as possible. But it was her father she should be raging at, not her mother. It was his affliction and mismanagement that had found them in this mess. Now his sins were to become Nehal’s responsibility. She would be sacrificed to salvage the family name from scandal and shame with the money her bride-price would bring in, along with a newly minted business deal her father would conduct with the Baldinottis—her betrothed’s family—after the marriage contract was signed.


And it could only be her. Nehal’s older sister Nisreen was already married, and her younger siblings—the triplets Husayn, Nura, and Ameen—had years of schooling ahead of them still, and at nine years of age, they were much too young to marry off advantageously. So unless Nehal wanted to see them illiterate and her parents destitute, she had little choice but to walk into this marriage.


But should she really have to sacrifice everything?


She knew, for the first time in her life, what it must feel like to be drowning, and she loathed it with every fiber of her being.


Nehal made one last attempt. “You could give me a portion of my own bride-price at least. I could put that toward tuition—”


“It wouldn’t be near enough,” snapped Shaheera, and once again Nehal was reminded of the depths of the Darweesh’s financial straits. “And it’s not just about the money, Nehal . . . it would be unseemly. Married women belong at home, with their husbands. Certainly not soldiering. Besides, have you thought of what being a soldier truly means? What if Zirana actually declares war instead of skirting around the topic, hmm? What then? Shall I sit quietly while my daughter gets herself killed? You’re a highborn lady, so leave the soldiering to the rabble.”


“Tefuret help me,” muttered Nehal. But invoking the Lady of Water had done little to help Nehal thus far, and she had invoked her often. The gods did not tend to respond to their supplicants, even those they had gifted with weaving.


“Don’t be melodramatic,” said Shaheera in exasperation. “Do you know how sought-after the Baldinottis are? How many girls would be desperate for this opportunity?”


“If war does come, wouldn’t my abilities be more useful on the battlefield?” said Nehal. “I could make a difference to the outcome of—”


“You have a very overinflated opinion of yourself, Nehal,” interrupted Shaheera. “You need only worry about making a difference to your husband’s household.”


Nehal scowled, turned her back on her mother, and began to undress. She thought back to her meeting with Niccolo Baldinotti, barely a month ago. His unusual coloring made him stand out in her memories. Most Talyanis were practically indistinguishable from Ramsawis, if slightly paler, and the majority had intermarried into the Ramsawi population and taken on their traits, but Nico was blond and blue-eyed, unlike anyone Nehal had seen before. They had spoken only briefly, and he had seemed rather good-natured. Unlike most men, he had been amused rather than disapproving when she had swirled the sharbat in his glass into a miniature whirlpool.


But once Nehal was firmly in the grip of marriage, the law would make Niccolo her guardian, making it necessary to obtain his permission to attend the Academy, join the army, or, indeed, do much of anything at all. And why would any newlywed, even one who seemed moderately progressive, give his new wife permission to leave him?


What was Nehal to suffer, in the end? She would be denied her own personal happiness, of course, denied the chance to discover the fullest potential of her waterweaving abilities, but there were many who would envy her such a life. Her own happiness apparently meant very little when compared to her family’s lofty reputation.


Nehal finally slipped out of her many layers of suffocating fabric. The ocean sparkled in the distance, the waves calling to her. In Alamaxa, a desert city, there would be no ocean. There was the River Izdihar, of course, the beating heart that bisected the entirety of Ramsawa, but it would not be the same as the endless expanse of blue sea Nehal was accustomed to swimming in nearly every day.


There was no point in bringing this up. Her mother wouldn’t understand; no one in her family could. Nehal was the only weaver in her entire extended family, and when they weren’t teasing her for her abilities, or her lack of control over them, they were simply indifferent. When the Alamaxa Academy had reopened after nearly two hundred years of being shuttered, Nehal had watched with envy as men flocked to its doors. Then came the announcement that women could finally attend, and Nehal rejoiced, only to have this marriage sprung on her. Her one opportunity to finally learn more about the abilities the gods had chosen to give her had slipped through her fingers like the water she desperately yearned to control.


She might have finally had a chance to live among others who understood what it meant to hold this strange, rare power that had been equally scorned and feared since the Talyani Disaster. Instead, she was to be sold off into marriage to a man she barely knew.


With a growl, Nehal kicked the foot of her bed, causing the entire thing to rattle.


Shaheera glared at her daughter. “Nehal—”


But Nehal no longer had any desire to listen to another word from her mother. She walked out through the veranda doors onto the sand, which was hot enough to sting the bare soles of her feet, and marched toward the ocean.
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GIORGINA


GIORGINA SHUKRY WAS HAVING A PARTICULARLY UNPLEASant day.


It had begun with the weather. A brief but powerful dust storm had overtaken Alamaxa, slamming into Giorgina as she walked to work. She narrowed her eyes against the storm and blindly made her way to the nearest establishment for shelter, finding herself in an expensive teahouse that demanded she purchase a drink in order to remain on the premises.


Giorgina pleaded with the owner. “But—” She gestured helplessly toward the window, against which gusts of sand-laden wind were audibly slamming.


The owner only looked her up and down, taking in her cheap galabiya and faded black shawl, and said tersely, “Either buy something or leave.”


After purchasing an exorbitantly priced drink, Giorgina settled onto a plump cushion by the window and waited for the storm to pass. It raged loudly for some time, until the air turned a sickly red-brown, and eventually the sheltered teahouse grew stuffy and humid.


She was uncomfortably hot and had spent money she could not afford to lose, but even worse, this unfortunate detour meant Giorgina was late to relieve Anas of his shift. Anas, her boss of two years now, owned a tiny but oft-frequented bookstore that made most of its revenue off school textbooks and newspapers. He was a skinny, middle-aged man with a pointed face and sharp eyes, which he turned on Giorgina the moment she walked through the door, dusty and sweaty.


She tried to explain about the dust storm, which Anas might not have seen through the windows that were entirely concealed by books, but before she could utter a single word, Anas snapped, “If you can’t show up on time, what is the point of you?”


“There was a dust storm,” Giorgina finally managed to say.


“I don’t care if Setuket himself descended upon the city and tore it in half,” Anas snapped. “I expect you here on time. Is that clear?”


Then, in a huff, Anas departed, leaving Giorgina with a rather large shipment of books that needed to be unpacked and cataloged. She thought this may have been his attempt at petty vengeance, but the shipment had arrived last night (though it would not have surprised Giorgina to learn that Anas prepared acts of petty vengeance in advance, just in case the need arose). She began the exhaustive process of unpacking and cataloging.


Giorgina did not particularly like Anas, and he did not seem to like her, but then, she didn’t think he truly liked anyone. He hardly ever spent time in his own bookshop when it was likely to be frequented by customers. Giorgina suspected this was because his demeanor caused most customers to flee, and that the main reason he had hired her—and hadn’t fired her—was to draw in more clientele that he would not need to interact with.


In fact, when Giorgina had responded to the advertisement posted in the newspaper, Anas had essentially told her so.


“A pretty face like yours would bring in customers,” Anas had mused, looking her up and down in a decidedly analytical fashion. “But do you have the pretty manners to match?”


He had tested her out for a day, lurking uneasily behind her as she dealt with a steady flow of customers. That same day, Anas hired her, but he had grown no warmer toward her in the two years they had known one another.


So, no, it was not particularly pleasant, but it was nothing compared to what Giorgina’s friends and sisters endured. They worked in dark factories, toiling beside hundreds of other women under the cacophonous grind of machinery, or mopped the floors in cheap coffeehouses, enduring the leers and unwanted advances of strange men. Compared to them, Giorgina worked in luxury. And she loved the books and the magazines and the newspapers, all freely available to her. She’d never be able to afford such things otherwise. She could endure Anas’s unpleasantness in exchange for such good fortune.


Hours later, Giorgina was finally done cataloging the new arrivals. Relieved, she went to put the list of books in the cabinet they kept in the back, but on her way, she stumbled into a tower of books she had meticulously organized by subject yesterday morning, causing them to spill into another tower of books and crash to the floor in a chaotic heap. She heaved a sigh, then set to reorganizing the fallen towers.


By the time Anas returned for his second shift, Giorgina was exhausted, and her day was nowhere close to being finished. She rewrapped her shawl around her head and left the bookshop to meet Labiba and Etedal. She hitched a ride in a mule cart for a piastre, but this only took her three-quarters of the way to her destination; no one would permit a mule cart to drive anywhere down Wagdy Street, where the lanes were clean and newly paved. Tetrad Gardens was one of Alamaxa’s wealthier districts, with its freshly painted buildings, cobbled streets, and modern boutiques and cafes. There was no way a mule cart would be tolerated among the richly embroidered palanquins making their way down the lanes.


Giorgina walked down one of these cobbled lanes, her eyes on her destination. King Lotfy Templehouse stood at the close of the dead-end lane: a massive edifice constructed entirely of yellow stone, heavily carved with complex geometric patterns. A large dome sat squarely in the center, surrounded by four minarets in each corner, one for each of the Tetrad. The entrance was a gigantic archway lined in latticework, flanked on either side by enormous statues of the gods: Rekumet and Setuket on the left, Nefudet and Tefuret on the right. All four sat upright on straight-backed thrones, their hands held palm up on their laps, their faces stern and commanding.


Giorgina had always found these facsimiles of the Tetrad intimidating. Even the small little statues people kept in their houses unsettled her somewhat, though she knew she had nothing to fear from entities that had withdrawn from the world. But according to the tales told by the Order of the Tetrad, when the gods had walked the earth, millennia ago, they’d possessed a capricious nature, and she wanted no part of that. With a shudder, Giorgina turned away from the statues and headed into King Lotfy Templehouse.


Named after the first Ramsawi king, who had pulled together Upper and Lower Ramsawa into one unified nation, King Lotfy Templehouse was the grandest house of worship in Alamaxa. Giorgina had seen it before, but could never bring herself to go inside, though there were of course no rules keeping anyone out. No written rules, anyway—Ramsawa’s class stratification did its duty in keeping the likes of her out: King Lotfy Templehouse was known to be exclusively frequented by Alamaxa’s upper crust, of which Giorgina was decidedly not part.


Trying to remain inconspicuous, Giorgina walked toward the entrance hall, where dozens of Alamaxans were milling about. Everywhere Giorgina looked, she saw colorful embroidered robes and veils held down with ornate headdresses that looked like they amounted to Giorgina’s entire yearly salary. Ladies teetered delicately in pattens that kept their satin-clad feet off the ground as they sipped on sharbat that was offered to them by templehouse attendants.


To Giorgina this seemed more like a party than a religious observance; it was certainly much more festive here than the ramshackle templehouse her own family patronized. Her heart rattled at the prospect of having to walk among these people in her shabby galabiya, but most paid her no mind, and Giorgina walked purposefully toward a nondescript wooden door that opened into a poorly lit hallway so damp it made her shiver. Her footsteps echoed on cracked, uneven tiles as she made her way toward the annex, through which she found her way to the inner courtyard.


It was a modestly sized yard for such a gargantuan building, but no less pleasant for it: a star-shaped fountain sat in the center, filled with fragrant jasmine petals. Neatly trimmed hedges studded with pink flowers outlined the entire courtyard. In each of the four corners of the courtyard stood a tall palm tree, each heavy with ripe dates. Beneath the shade of one of these trees, sitting at a somewhat shoddy wooden table, were Labiba and Etedal.


When Labiba caught sight of Giorgina she stood and waved eagerly, her shawl slipping off her velvet-smooth black hair. Labiba threw her arms around Giorgina and kissed her cheeks in greeting; they’d seen each other several times a week for the last year, but Labiba was always enthusiastically affectionate. Labiba’s cousin Etedal, on the other hand, only glanced up, nodded, and resumed shuffling the papers in front of her.


In the sunlight, Labiba’s eyes were as bright as almond skins, a striking contrast against her deep umber skin. “It’ll be a lovely place to fundraise, won’t it?”


“I still can’t believe this Sheikh is letting you do this,” said Giorgina. She turned to look back, as though he might materialize. “Where is he, anyway?”


“He was just here.” Labiba looked toward the annex. “He had to step away for a moment—oh, there he is!”


The Sheikh striding toward them was handsome and young, younger than Giorgina thought Sheikhs could be; all the ones she had seen had been her father’s age. This man could not have been much older than Giorgina. He was also not alone: walking beside him, and deep in conversation with him, was an older man in robes richly embroidered. Giorgina blinked, momentarily disoriented.


“Isn’t that . . . the Zirani ambassador?” she asked.


Labiba followed her gaze. “Is it?”


Giorgina had seen that face in the papers: a gaunt yet coldly regal visage with deep-set eyes. She would have recognized Naji Ouazzani anywhere.


He and the Sheikh paused at the threshold of the courtyard; Giorgina could not hear their conversation, but it appeared passionate and animated. After a moment, Naji Ouazzani nodded and walked away, leaving the Sheikh to approach them, his expression transformed into a smile.


“Peace be upon you, Miss Labiba,” he said jovially.


Labiba bowed her head. “Peace be upon you, Sheikh Nasef.” She turned to Giorgina. “This is my friend Giorgina. She’ll be helping us today.”


“May the Tetrad bestow peace upon you, Miss Giorgina.”


Giorgina smiled haltingly; she did not think she had ever been addressed so formally in her life.


Labiba continued, “I’ve told her all about you, and how you’re such an excellent friend to the Daughters of Izdihar!”


The Sheikh laughed, somewhat awkwardly. “I’m a friend to anyone who does good works, really . . .”


“It’s difficult to find a man who supports women getting the vote,” offered Giorgina.


Nasef nodded vigorously. “Of course! The Tetrad created all of us equally, after all—well, that is, except for weavers.” His lips pursed as he shook his head in obvious disapproval.


Giorgina couldn’t help glancing sidelong at Labiba, but Labiba’s smile was fixed in place, as bright as always.


“So, I’ll just go fetch my congregants, then, if you’re ready . . . ?” asked Nasef.


“Wonderful,” replied Labiba warmly. “Thank you so much, Sheikh Nasef.”


With a nod and a smile, the Sheikh departed.


When he was gone, Giorgina turned to Labiba and spoke in a low voice, out of Etedal’s hearing. “Does he have any idea you and I are weavers? Any at all?” Labiba knew about Giorgina’s abilities, but Etedal did not, and Giorgina would rather maintain that discretion.


Labiba shrugged. “It hasn’t come up.”


“And Malak? He must know about her.”


Labiba smiled somewhat guiltily. “I . . . may have implied that she tries very hard not to use her weaving. And that she runs the Daughters of Izdihar in part to atone for being cursed with weaving abilities. Or something like that. I’m fuzzy on the details.”


Giorgina raised her eyebrows, while Etedal, who had come around the table to join them, scoffed loudly.


“Other than his unfortunate views on weaving, he’s actually pretty enlightened,” insisted Labiba. “He’s been a great help organizing these drives. Do you think we’d get any money at all without him? He’s very dedicated to our cause.”


Etedal smirked. “That, and he likes you.”


“Oh, stop!”


“I’m telling you,” insisted Etedal. “If he doesn’t ask for your hand in marriage before year’s end, I’ll eat my shawl.”


Labiba winked. “I’ll hold you to that.”


Giorgina ignored the cousins’ banter. “You don’t think this is dangerous? Isn’t this the same Sheikh said to be involved with that cult, the Khopeshes of the Tetrad?”


Labiba waved her hand. “Oh, Giorgina, calling it a cult is so serious. It’s nothing like that.”


But Giorgina wasn’t sure the Khopeshes could be so easily dismissed. What Giorgina knew for certain about the Khopeshes of the Tetrad was that they were mostly clerics who lobbied Parliament to introduce anti-weaving laws. But it also was rumored some of their members were responsible for acts of anti-weaver violence that had made the papers in the previous months, not to mention a number of their members preached particularly extreme views on weavers.


“So he is involved?” asked Giorgina in disbelief.


Labiba shrugged, but she wouldn’t meet Giorgina’s eyes.


But something else was bothering Giorgina: it didn’t bode well that someone known to be as vehemently anti-weaving as Sheikh Nasef was so friendly with the Zirani ambassador. Tensions between Ramsawa and Zirana were high, and they were rooted in Ramsawa’s growing tolerance for weaving. The reopening of the Alamaxa Academy had clearly incensed the neighboring nation. Naji Ouazzani was supposed to be in Alamaxa to negotiate a peace treaty, so it was distressing to see him having such amiable conversations with a Sheikh known for his anti-weaving views.


But before she could consider asking Labiba and Etedal for their input, she heard the shuffle of footsteps; Nasef had returned. The three women hastily covered their faces with their veils so only their eyes were visible, then stood behind the table, where they had set up the donation box, the record books, and a sign-up sheet for their magazine, The Vanguard. Anonymity was the only way Giorgina could countenance being a part of the Daughters of Izdihar at all, so she made sure her face veil was held tightly in place.


Sheikh Nasef reentered the courtyard trailed by his wealthy congregants. It was only the third time the Daughters of Izdihar had attempted to fundraise in such a wealthy templehouse so openly; normally, Malak made sure they were relegated to only public streets. But Labiba had apparently made an impression on Sheikh Nasef, who had offered up the templehouse to her, and it was not an opportunity they could afford to turn down, no matter how nervous it made Giorgina.


There were more congregants than Giorgina had anticipated; about fifty of them hovered around Nasef. Most looked curious, some hesitant, and others still appeared hostile, their eyebrows drawn together in angry frowns. A throng of sneering teenage boys were pointing and snickering. Giorgina tensed, and felt a faint tremble below her feet, along with a slight pressure in the back of her head. She dug her nails into her palms.


Stay calm, she instructed herself.


Nasef led the group into the courtyard.


“Did you know the Daughters hold weekly literacy sessions for neighborhood girls?” asked Nasef loudly.


“What do street girls need to read for?” said one of the teenage boys, to a smattering of laughter from his peers.


Nasef frowned but chose to ignore the comment. “To those of you wondering what your donations would be funding, it is just that: literacy initiatives. Food drives. Soap drives. Support for single mothers—”


“And militaries made up of women,” interrupted one man, frowning. “A waste of time and resources.”


Giorgina peered at this mustachioed man, then widened her eyes in recognition. “Is that Wael Helmy? The owner of the Rabbani Club?”


Etedal sighed heavily. “Yes. We can’t go more than one month without some nonsense.”


Giorgina glanced at her uneasily, before turning back to Nasef, who was responding vigorously.


“The Izdihar Division is a single project belonging almost entirely to Malak Mamdouh, and the Daughters of Izdihar are more than just one woman—”


“I doubt that,” said Wael Helmy flatly.


An elderly couple wandered over to their table, distracting Giorgina from Nasef and Wael’s conversation. She listened as Labiba, with a beatific smile, took down their names and their rather sizable donations.


“You’re doing good work, my dears,” said the elderly woman. “It’s about time things change. Don’t listen to small minds.”


Beside her, her husband was nodding vigorously. The couple wandered away, clearing Giorgina’s view; Nasef was still engaged in conversation with Wael.


“I’m telling you, the Izdihar Division has nothing to do with the Daughters of Izdihar anymore,” Nasef was insisting.


“And can you guarantee they didn’t use any of these funds to spearhead that bill in particular?” demanded Wael. “Or to fund another one of Malak Mamdouh’s crazy ideas?”


A broad woman came up to Wael and put a hand on his arm. “My husband is just concerned about Malak Mamdouh’s influence, Sheikh. Of course we support your efforts to fight poverty, but what of Miss Mamdouh’s less savory endeavors? Her often uncouth behavior?”


At this, Etedal rose in her seat, despite Labiba’s whispered warnings. “What uncouth behavior?” demanded Etedal. “Say what you mean.”


Heedless of Labiba tugging on her galabiya, Etedal walked around the table until she was face-to-face with Wael’s wife. Giorgina gripped the edges of her chair, hard.


Wael’s wife seemed to hesitate, then said, “For instance, her rudeness to Parliament—”


“You don’t think you deserve to vote?” said Etedal. “To run for office?”


“My husband votes for me,” replied the other woman stiffly.


“That’s all well and good, Lady Rabab,” said Nasef gently. “But what of women with no husbands? Or women who disagree with their husbands? Isn’t it better that all women have a choice to exercise their vote, whether they do so or not, just as men are given the choice?” He gestured around him. “After all, do the Tetrad not equally share their duties? Nefudet and Tefuret are no lesser, for being women.”


One of the teenage boys spoke up. “You said it was blasphemy to compare yourself to the gods. You said only weavers do that.”


“It is blasphemy to claim we are created in their image, or to say that we deserve their abilities,” said Nasef. “For they are greater than we can ever be. It is not blasphemy to aspire to their models of behavior.”


The boy shrugged, then resumed whispering to his compatriots, who were all giving Giorgina and Labiba what looked to be conspiratorial looks. One of the boys even winked at Giorgina. She frowned and looked away. Tension kept her shoulders high and stiff. The table wobbled. Giorgina took a deep breath, meant to steady herself, but it only pulled her veil back into her throat, choking her.


“It’s all right, Sheikh Nasef,” said Labiba amiably. She smiled at Wael and his wife. “I understand your hesitation, my lady, my lord.” She inclined her head. “But if you’ll let me—”


But Labiba did not finish her sentence, for at that moment a stream of water came flying above their heads, dousing Labiba, soaking their papers, and splashing Giorgina, who pushed back into her chair in shock.


The teenage boys exploded in laughter as Labiba wiped water out of her eyes in confusion.


“How dare you!” shouted Nasef, his pale face shifting into a simmering red. “Weaving? In a templehouse? And for such a vile purpose—”


Etedal was already striding toward the group, her hands curled into fists. Giorgina ran out and pulled her back.


“You’ll make things worse,” said Giorgina.


“I don’t care,” snapped Etedal. But Giorgina held on to her firmly.


“I don’t condone this sort of boorish behavior, boy,” Wael said disapprovingly.


“Fine, fine.” The boy raised his hands in defeat. “It was just a joke. I take it back. I can take it back, watch this—”


He held out his hands, fingers splayed in a circle, and slowly began to bring them all together toward the center. Giorgina watched, mesmerized, as water droplets began to retract from their table, out of their soaked papers, and then, off Labiba, who winced.


“No, stop!” shouted Labiba. “You’re not doing it right!” She winced again. Etedal broke free of Giorgina and ran at the boy, who was ignoring Labiba, his focus totally on his task, his tongue poking into his cheek in concentration.


Labiba flinched. “Stop, stop!” Her shout was punctuated with a flinging hand gesture, seemingly instinctive. Out of the gesture was birthed a stream of flame, sizzling with heat, that shot forward and struck the teenage boy in the chest before he had recognized what had happened.


His shirt caught fire. He screamed, a throaty wail of terror, and stumbled back, arms flailing, his own waterweaving skills seemingly forgotten in his shock and pain.


Etedal tackled him; the pair fell to the ground in a heap. She rolled him back and forth, pulled off her shawl and used it to douse the flames, and then, for good measure, ripped off the gourd of water he had at his side and, straddling him, poured the remaining water all over his chest. Giorgina watched this with her heart hammering, and she could do nothing to control the matching tremble of the ground beneath her feet. She shut her eyes tight and grit her teeth, willing herself to calm down, to quiet her mind, before she made the quakes worse, before anyone noticed.


The boy sputtered and gasped, then sat up and shoved Etedal off him. He scrambled to his feet, kicking up sand as he stood.


In the silence, Labiba, pale and wide-eyed, said in a shaky voice, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”


“Crazy bitch,” shouted the boy, his eyes wild. He took a step forward, but Etedal shoved him back. His friends approached, scowls on their faces, fists raised, while other congregants attempted to hold some of their number back.


“Enough!” thundered Nasef.


Giorgina jumped. All eyes turned to Nasef, who stood tall in the center of the courtyard, atop the fountain. Every line on his face was contorted in fury.


“This is a templehouse of the Tetrad, not a back alley,” he hissed furiously. “I will not allow foul language or brawls or weaving. You should be utterly ashamed of yourselves.” His gaze, suddenly hawkish and harsh and years beyond his age, pinned the boys, who had the grace to look sheepish. “You will leave. Now.”


The boys shuffled away.


“And your parents will be hearing about this!” Nasef called after them. “As will the Academy!”


Wael was shaking his head. “Do you see? Always trouble, where these women are.” He took his wife and led her away.


Nasef stepped off the fountain carefully, his robes held in his hand. He glanced at Labiba, who was wringing her galabiya out. Etedal stood by her side, rubbing her back. Giorgina took two steps back and fell back into a chair; she could feel adrenaline rushing out of her limbs, leaving her bones light as feathers. The ground had stopped shaking, thank Setuket.


Nasef approached Labiba, who looked up at him hesitantly.


“Are you all right?” he asked stiffly.


“I’m fine,” said Labiba hurriedly. “Nasef, I—”


But he held up his hand. “You’re a weaver. You intentionally deceived me.”


Labiba half-shrugged. “It never came up,” she said quietly.


“I see.” Nasef glanced back at his congregants, who were gathered in groups, whispering. “You could have burned that boy alive.”


“She said she didn’t mean it,” snapped Etedal. “It was an accident, not to mention he started it.”


“I don’t weave.” Labiba raised her voice over her cousin’s. “For this exact reason. It’s dangerous. I agree with you, Nasef, but I can’t help—”


“It’s not your fault you were never properly taught,” said Etedal furiously.


Nasef shook his head; he struggled to meet Labiba’s eyes. “I think you should go,” he said, so softly Giorgina barely heard him. “There’s been enough excitement here today. I’ll need to calm everyone.” With that he turned and walked away, herding his congregants back into the templehouse.


Labiba sank into the chair beside Giorgina. “I’m so sorry,” said Labiba, her voice a half-laugh. She rubbed at her forehead. “This was a disaster.”


Etedal leaned over the table. “There’s always a disaster. People throw things at us. They yell, they call us names. It’s all part of the deal.”


Etedal was right. From the day Giorgina had become a part of the Daughters of Izdihar, she had seen it all firsthand. She was used to the outmoded views, the prejudice, the patronizing, paternalistic attitudes, even the violence . . . but what never ceased to infuriate her was people like those teenage boys, treating them all like they were just a joke, a spectacle to be laughed at. It was one thing to be seen as dangerous, subversive—at least that meant they were being taken seriously. But how many in Alamaxa thought the Daughters of Izdihar only a cohort of silly, empty-headed girls who could do nothing, who were just wasting everyone’s time with stupidity?


Despite Nasef’s claims to the contrary, the Daughters of Izdihar followed Malak Mamdouh, and Malak was convinced that they had a chance to change Parliament’s mind in time for the signing of the new constitution, but based on what she had endured this past year, Giorgina wasn’t quite so certain of that.
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NEHAL


NEHAL GLARED AT HER WEDDING ATTIRE WITH A MIXTURE of contempt and disbelief. It was beautiful, to be sure, particularly the long shawl that would cover the outfit. It was bright red, soft and silky, with lines of diamonds and emeralds sewn into a crown at the top.


Irritated, Nehal shook her head and turned to her mother, who was waiting on her approval. “How much did this cost? I thought we had no money?”


As expected, Shaheera scowled. “Never you mind how much it cost. Would you have us dressing you like a beggar on your wedding day?”


As though to prove her point, a loud “Wow!” came from the doorway. Both women turned to see a scrawny brown child with curly hair standing in the doorway. Ameen, Nehal’s younger brother and the youngest of the triplets, grinned at both of them, displaying the prominent gap between his two front teeth.


“It’s so bright!” He was much louder than necessary, which brought Nura and Husayn running. They barreled into Ameen and peered over his shoulders.


Nura wrinkled her nose. “It’s too red.”


Shaheera smiled. “Red is a bride’s color. It’s traditional.”


“It’s still too red,” Nura insisted. Husayn nodded in agreement, as he was wont to do. Then Nura ran off, Husayn at her heels. Ameen wandered inside and plopped down on one of the poufs on the floor.


Nehal turned back to her mother, who was glaring at her rather pointedly. Nehal understood the meaning of the harsh look: say nothing in front of your brother.


“Are you excited?” asked Ameen.


“Of course,” Nehal forced herself to say through gritted teeth. She plastered a weak smile on her face that anyone but Ameen would have seen right through. “Very excited.”


Shaheera nodded in approval. Nehal wanted to scream. The pitcher of water on the table beside them began to shake. As Nehal turned to it she felt her mother’s eyes on her, a warning. Nehal took a deep breath, then another, and the water eventually stilled. Though Nehal had technically been weaving for years, she occasionally lapsed and allowed her emotions to get the better of her, instinctively reaching out in search of her element. The Alamaxa Academy would have helped her gain control of her powers, but there was little chance of that now.


Anticipating a lecture from her mother on how she should better control her “unwanted tendencies,” Nehal turned and left the small parlor. It was her least favorite room in the house anyway, small and dark and facing away from the ocean. She wished she could leave behind thoughts of her upcoming nuptials as easily as she had left behind her wedding attire, but her worries followed as she made her way through a dark corridor and to the main parlor.


The wedding was to take place in Alamaxa, in the courtyard of the Baldinotti estate. Nehal had only glimpsed it the last time she had been there, for the party had been held on the rooftop garden, but it was gigantic, large enough to fit two hundred people easily, and lined with fruit trees and pink flowers. Shaheera had informed Nehal that they were to arrive in Alamaxa a week before the actual wedding party was to take place, in order to make preparations for the Night of the Henna, the Writing of the Writ, and the Zaffa. Her parents also hinted that she may want to speak to her future husband.


Nehal had thought about Niccolo Baldinotti often this past week. Had he known about his parents’ plans, when Nehal had spoken to him two weeks ago? He had seemed unusually easygoing if he had indeed been colluding with his parents. Or had they ambushed him with the news as Nehal’s parents had ambushed her? Was he now mulling over the unknown woman he was to spend the rest of his life with? Did he resent her as much as she resented him?


Nehal’s questions brought her to the ocean. Her family’s home, which had been in the House of Darweesh for generations, was perched right on the Middle White Sea, most of its doors opening directly onto soft, white sand. It was a massive, white-bleached estate, with six parlors, fourteen bedrooms, a gigantic courtyard, and its own bathhouse addition where the Darweesh women often spent their nights together.


Barefoot, Nehal walked until cool waves kissed her feet. She squinted at the sun, which hung low like a ripe orange, then waded into the ocean. She planted both feet in the sand, steadying herself, and reached out to the waves. Slowly, she brought her arms up, curling her fingers into fists as she took control of the water and drew it around her hands, forming two wobbly, awkward towers. Her pulse thrummed, blood one with the water, as she maneuvered the towers toward herself. Slowly, biting her lip in concentration, she uncurled her cramping fingers and shaped her towers into thin, whiplike streams, which promptly collapsed the moment she attempted to alter their pressure and wrap them around her wrists.


Frustration at her lack of skill rose to the surface like frothing milk. She had been attempting this technique for months now, to absolutely no avail. Much of Nehal’s waterweaving was learned instinctually, and it was only when she had been discreetly gifted a book of waterweaving techniques by Nisreen that Nehal had realized the extent of finesse one could attain. The book—a tome at least a hundred years old—spoke of iceweaving and steamweaving, of waterweavers walking on water, or diving into the ocean and creating pockets of air for themselves. Marvels within Nehal’s grasp, yet out of her reach, like so much else.


A strong wave overwhelmed her before she was ready. Water hit the back of her throat and rushed up her nose; panic momentarily fluttered in her chest when she went under. Weakly, she rose, cresting the surface, coughing and spluttering. Properly trained waterweavers were meant to rule the ocean, not the other way around. Edua Badawi, the so-called architect of the Talyani Disaster, had called forth a tsunami so powerful it had sunk the entire Talyani peninsula, and yet Nehal could barely hold these waves. She dragged her feet through the sand and collapsed on the shore, arms spread on either side of her.


Nehal had no delusions about her mediocre waterweaving abilities, but it was still a shock to find herself so lacking. She felt like a child, playing with toys far too dangerous for her. Worse, these shortcomings seemed to validate every skepticism the Darweesh family ever had about Nehal’s abilities. All her life, Nehal had fought against rolled eyes, scornful smirks, teasing laughter, jokes about joining the circus. She had done her best to prove them wrong, to show her family that she was not a child playing at power. But even Nehal had her limits, and there was only so much she could accomplish on her own, without proper instruction.


But for now, she would continue to do what she could. Somewhat grudgingly, she got back on her feet, and attempted something requiring less brute strength and more finesse: she took up about a liter of water at her feet and shaped it into a snakelike cord, then began maneuvering it around herself, making sure not to spill anything as she continued to move the whip faster and faster. Nehal wasn’t quite certain doing this actually improved her control, but she had no one to tell her otherwise. Besides, it gave her a sense of purpose, made her feel as though she were actually accomplishing something, moving forward, rather than simply sitting still and waiting for something to happen.


Nehal stayed in the ocean until the sun fell, turning the churning turquoise waters the color of the night sky.


IN MERE DAYS, days that felt more like hours, the week of the wedding arrived. The Darweesh family made the trip down to Alamaxa by rail. They rode in first class, of course, where the triplets enjoyed their own table, and Nehal sat by her parents, sullen and quiet. Her father did not look at her the entire ride, instead staring out at the passing desert landscape that grew dotted with huts and mud homes the closer they approached the city.


The moment Nehal stepped off the rail she knew she was in Alamaxa. She was immediately assaulted by a thick wave of heat and dust, along with the overpowering musk of sweaty bodies. She coughed, feeling sand on her skin and in her throat, and immediately wanted to tear off her heavy outer robe. How did women in this city wear such heavy attire if it was so damn hot all the time?


Immediately beginning to sweat, Nehal started to peel the robe from her shoulders when her mother tugged it back on for her.


“Have you decided to turn into a streetwalker?” snapped Shaheera.


Nehal scowled, then opened the robe as far as it would go without falling off her shoulders. Her mother pursed her lips but said nothing.


From the station they were picked up by a sleek palanquin with a camel on either end of it, led by a skinny teenage boy. It was spacious and plush inside, with velvet seats and a lattice window that obstructed the view of curious passersby, but unfortunately obstructed Nehal’s view as well. She had to lean very close and peer out of the window with one eye, over her little siblings’ heads, to see. Now that the city was to become her home, she wished to subject it to closer inspection than she had on her previous visits.


Alamaxa’s roads were a medley of different constructions. Though some of the main roads were newly paved, others were uneven, ground into hills and slopes by millions of footsteps, which caused the palanquin to bob up and down. Tucked between dusty buildings, many narrow alleys and lanes had old, worn cobblestones. Most of the buildings possessed mashrabiyas: oriel windows with a lattice design, popular in Alamaxa because they hid the inhabitants from view while still allowing plenty of air to circulate. Men in shabby cotton galabiyas sat at outdoor coffeehouses, smoking shisha and playing backgammon. Women walked in pairs, some in the plain galabiyas and wraparound black shawls that were all poor women could afford, and some in the annoyingly heavy layering of clothing that upper-class ladies like Nehal wore.


Nehal sat back in the palanquin. It was so different from home, from quaint little Ramina, hidden by the sea. Alamaxa was busy, bustling, and though its possibilities were enticing, Nehal felt its distance from the sea. She flexed her fingers and sent out her awareness, looking for water to manipulate. In the distance she could sense the River Izdihar, bisecting the city into its East and West quadrants, and though Nehal knew it was massive and powerful, it was nothing like the open ocean, and much too far for her to do anything with at the moment.


“Nearly there,” said Shaheera, fanning herself with a jeweled hand. “Nehal, that scowl will permanently mar your face.”


Nehal looked at her mother and deepened her scowl.


They were expected at the Baldinotti estate for dinner that night, but first they stopped at their own estates in the Tetrad Gardens district of Alamaxa. Rather smaller and narrower than their home in Ramina, their Alamaxa household was a three-story building a dusty shade of brown, with mashrabiyas adorning the front and a courtyard sitting within it. Inside, they were greeted by three servants who had clearly spent the previous day scrubbing the place spotless.


Nehal pursed her lips, fuming. Three servants, in a house where nobody lived! No wonder they were losing money so quickly if they continued to behave as though they had all the money in the world.


Shaheera hurried Nehal and the servants into the baths to prepare. Defeated and exhausted from the long trip, Nehal surrendered to their ministrations as they dressed and powdered her. She wanted to snarl at them when they combed her hair down into braids so tight they hurt, but she caught her mother’s warning look and grit her teeth instead. The servants attached a heavy jeweled headpiece and a veil atop her head and hooked long, dangling earrings into her ears. Once they were done, it was back into the palanquin, without the triplets this time; they had fallen asleep and were to remain with the servants.


The Baldinotti estate was, quite literally, triple the size of the Darweesh Alamaxa holdings. They were a cluster of three-story buildings that took up half of a clean, cobbled street. The outer façade of the massive buildings was a shiny, freshly painted taupe. On either side of the arched entrance were elaborate sconces set into the wall.


They were shown inside by a servant, past a doorway with fringed and tasseled curtains, and into a brightly lit parlor. The walls were brightly painted with various colorful peacocks, a plush blue carpet covered the entire floor, and cushioned silk divans extended around nearly the whole room. Large windows looked upon the inner courtyard; the date trees were like statues in the still, heavy air.


The House of Darweesh may have been older and more respected, but there was no question that the House of Baldinotti was richer. Nehal knew very little about the particulars of their business, but she was aware that they had been a wealthy House even before Talyana was destroyed in the war. The Baldinottis had sailed to Ramsawa’s shores with the rest of the refugee flood, and though they had lost much in the Talyani Disaster, they had somehow managed to maintain their exorbitant wealth, which had only increased over the years. Then, a few decades ago, House Baldinotti had been officially elevated to become one of Ramsawa’s official noble Houses, which granted them a seat in Parliament.


Shaheera was right—most girls would have been thrilled to be in Nehal’s position. But wealth held little appeal to Nehal when compared to weaving, and the freedom to use it.


Behind the fountain stood two people: an older man with tawny hair and a short woman in an elaborate purple headdress. The pale man, Lorenzo Baldinotti, embraced Nehal’s father as though they were two old friends, while Lorenzo’s wife, Hikmat, placed the requisite four kisses on Shaheera’s cheeks. Then Hikmat swept Nehal into an embrace, planting light kisses on her cheeks as well. Lorenzo did not even shake her hand, but gave her a polite nod and smile.


Nehal ignored the parents’ chatter, her eyes wandering over the stately parlor, uncertain whether to be impressed or annoyed with how ostentatious the room was. She was, however, drawn to the large fountain, which she longed to throw herself into. Before she could discreetly wander over and dip her fingers in the water, Lorenzo said, “There’s my boy!” Nehal turned, following Lorenzo’s gaze.


Niccolo Baldinotti was very tall and very broad, rather stout if Nehal were honest—and unkind—about it, with large, pale hands and tawny hair like his father. A growth of pale stubble on his cheeks prophesied a thick beard a few shades darker than his hair. The stiff smile he gave them did not reach the clear blue eyes behind his spectacles, and Nehal was not surprised she was bereft of the mixture of nerves and excitement those insipid stories always talked about when ladies met their husbands-to-be.


“Lovely to see you again, Niccolo,” said Shaheera, her smile warm.


“Just Nico, please,” said Nehal’s fiancé.


Hikmat materialized beside her son, placing her hands on his shoulders and steering him in Nehal’s direction. “And here’s the bride!”


Nehal watched Nico’s eyes quickly take her in, his expression unchanging. She knew she was not what most people would call pretty. Her eyes were wide, too round, and very heavy-lidded. Her lips were just a bit too plump, her nose too drooping. The severe braids her curly hair was drawn into only served to emphasize the sharpness of her narrow, pointed jaw, and her small stature was overpowered by her headdress and veil. Nisreen liked to say Nehal was “striking,” but Nehal would not be surprised if Nico thought she looked like a small, ugly doll, and she could not bring herself to care one bit.


They shook hands briefly in greeting, but then stood silently. There was much Nehal wished to ask him, but it was not something she wanted overheard by their parents, and other than that, she couldn’t think of much to say to this stranger.


“Doesn’t Nehal look lovely, Nico?” Hikmat asked pointedly.


It took far too much effort for Nehal not to roll her eyes.


“Oh, um.” Nico looked back at Nehal, pink patches blooming easily on his frightfully pale cheeks. “Yes. Yes, of course.”


Nico’s stammer wasn’t exactly promising. For all that Nehal did not want this marriage, for all that she did not care about how others perceived her looks, it would have been nice for her future husband to seem just a tad more excited about the prospect of wedding her.


Shaheera laughed lightly. “Why don’t you two take some time to talk before dinner? Would that be all right?” She looked to Lorenzo, who nodded, though it had not really been a request.


“Of course! Nico, why don’t you show Nehal the courtyard?” Lorenzo waved them both off. Nico led Nehal back into the hall and toward the back, into the courtyard. The date palms towered over her, creating large patches of shade. Shrubberies studded with pink and red flowers lined the walkways. There was a crescent-shaped marble fountain in the center, toward which Nico led Nehal. He sat on the ledge, so Nehal did the same, instinctively dipping her fingers into the water, which she began to swirl.


Once she was sure they were alone, Nehal demanded, “Did you know about this marriage when we last spoke? Because I certainly didn’t.”


Nico blinked, obviously startled, but his response was firm. “No. My father only told me last week. I had no part in this, nor did I want it.”


At least they had that in common. Nehal peered at him silently for a few moments, assessing the veracity of his words, then nodded. “Neither did I.”


They sat in silence for a few moments before Nehal spoke again.


“What was your opposition to this marriage, exactly?” she asked.


Again he seemed taken aback by her question, though she could not see what was particularly surprising about this conversation. “Are you . . . always so forward with strangers?” he asked.


Nehal scoffed. “You’re hardly a stranger at this point, are you? Answer the question.”


Nico frowned and looked away. He was silent for so long Nehal was about to prompt him again, when he said, “There’s . . . someone in my life. We’ve been together for over a year.”


Nehal raised an eyebrow. Her thoughts began to swim like hungry minnows. There might be an opportunity here for her.


Nehal scooted closer to Nico and asked, “Does she know about our marriage?”


“Not . . . not yet.”


“I expect she won’t take it well?”


A soft sigh escaped Nico’s lips. “No.”


Nehal leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. “I suppose your father decided marrying into my family was more rewarding than marrying into hers. What House is she from? What’s her name?”


Nico hesitated, and Nehal waved her hand in the air. “We’re going to be married. At this point, I don’t believe there’s any way around that. So you can tell me. I should know, anyway,” she said.


“You wouldn’t know her,” said Nico. “She doesn’t belong to any of the major Houses.”


Nehal leaned forward, suddenly much more interested. “Oooh, a commoner? How rebellious of you!”


But Nico’s expression seemed to darken at this. He glared at his feet.


Nehal cocked her head. “Did I upset you?” Before Nico could answer Nehal shrugged and said, “Sorry. But perhaps I could meet her some time.”


At that Nico’s eyes shot up. “I beg your pardon?”


Nehal tried not to smile, for she had latched on to an idea that was cheering her immensely. “Well, I assume you’re going to keep her in your life in some way?”


Nico spoke slowly, as though certain he was being led into a trap. “Our marriage contract very clearly prohibits that.”


Nehal shrugged, keeping her expression carefully neutral. “I might be persuaded to amend the marriage contract to allow you a concubine. If you give me something I want.”


Nico gazed at her warily. “And what would that be?”


Nehal leaned forward. “Your signed permission for my attendance at the Alamaxa Academy of the Weaving Arts. And the necessary tuition, of course.”


Nico’s mouth opened, then closed silently. “Can’t you just grant me a divorce after your father receives the bride-price?” he asked finally.


Nehal stared at him. Could he truly be this clueless? “Of course I can’t just grant you a divorce. Then you wouldn’t be my husband, and your signed permission would be null and void. Not to mention you’re an idiot if you think your father won’t contest the bride-price if I divorce you so soon.” She shook her head. “No, I have to legally remain your wife, for a few years, at least. But you can do as you like otherwise, with no legal repercussions, and maybe we can both get something we want out of this sham. That’s my offer.” She sat back and waited.


For a moment Nico stared blankly at her, and then he laughed, a short huff of disbelief that may have been a scoff. “I don’t think either of our parents would like this arrangement,” he said.


Nehal grinned. “All the more reason to do it, wouldn’t you say?”
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GIORGINA


WHEN GIORGINA WOKE, SHE WAS UNSURPRISED TO FIND her skin clammy with sweat. She flinched, attempting to shake off the uncomfortable sensation of sticky skin. Quietly and stealthily, so as not to disturb her still sleeping sisters, Giorgina tiptoed around splayed legs and outstretched arms until her bare feet stepped off the sleeping mat and onto the cold tile.


Giorgina had a habit of waking in the early hours of the morning, before her parents and sisters and often even before the sun itself. She enjoyed these few quiet moments that belonged only to her; in a house with two sisters and two parents Giorgina had little for herself. When she woke this early, she could take her time to simply . . . exist. While she plaited her hair she would sit on the sole low stool in the household and look out the window as the sun rose and the lane slowly awakened with it. These quiet morning moments were Giorgina’s most cherished.


By the time Giorgina finished dressing she had begun to hear the telltale sounds of wakefulness in the house. In the next room, Giorgina’s mother, Hala, stumbled into the washroom and began to scoop water out of their bucket. Giorgina’s father, Ehab, shouted something that sounded muffled; likely he was ordering Hala to heat up water for him. With a sigh, Giorgina bid farewell to her morning moments of solitude and walked to the kitchen to begin preparing breakfast.


As Giorgina lay out a round tray on their rickety low table, Hala walked in and wordlessly began to assist her daughter. Together the two women prepared their standard breakfast: a large bowl of fava beans, two flatbreads, and a pot of black tea. They set it out on the steel tray, then curled up on the floor beside it to wait. Soon enough, Ehab walked in, plopped down, and began to eat. Hala and Giorgina followed suit just as Giorgina’s sister Sabah walked in.


“Is Nagwa still sleeping?” Ehab asked through a mouthful of bread.


“She’s just washing up,” replied Sabah.


“Good.” Ehab pushed the bowl of fava beans across the table toward Hala. “This needs more lemon.”


Hala quickly acquiesced. When she returned Nagwa had arrived to join them, and Ehab had disappeared behind his newspaper.


Giorgina was the only one of her sisters to bear a Talyani name. When she was born with a shock of red hair that neither Ehab nor his wife possessed, Ehab had insisted on naming her after the Talyani grandmother from whom Giorgina had acquired the rare trait. In all her other traits, however, Giorgina strongly resembled her parents and sisters, who were all olive-skinned and dark-eyed.


Ehab shook his newspaper aggressively. “Those women are at it again,” he muttered. “At a templehouse, this time . . .”


Giorgina stiffened but did not glance up from her bowl of beans.


“Where are their fathers?” Ehab continued. “Their husbands? If they had anyone to keep them in line they’d be at home like proper women instead of roaming the streets and causing a ruckus at templehouses . . .”


There was silence around the table; this was a rant familiar to the women of the Shukry household. Ehab Shukry needed no encouragement or response when he began to malign the Daughters of Izdihar or any woman who did not fit his particularly conceived feminine ideal. Giorgina knew better than to argue with him about any of his views. When her sister Sabah had tried it all she earned was a verbal tirade of abuse. Now the Shukry women knew to let Ehab talk and talk, and all they had to do was sit quietly and nod occasionally.


At the first lull in conversation Giorgina wiped the breadcrumbs off her hands and got to her feet. “I’m off,” she said.


Ehab said nothing, blithely ignoring the hypocrisy of maligning the Daughters of Izdihar when he needed all three of his daughters to work to provide for the household. Ehab maintained his superiority as the man of the house only when it suited him.


It was only when the door swung shut behind her that Giorgina allowed her shoulders to droop and the tension in her belly to release. With a deep breath of warm morning air, she began her walk.


Most days, Giorgina was practically thankful for her family’s poverty; her employment granted her much needed time away from her father. It allowed her to have some semblance of a life.


As it was, Giorgina lived a life of constant lies, a precariously built house of cards that could easily collapse and destroy her. Her parents did not realize her work at the bookstore was broken up into shifts, nor did they have an inkling of how much free time Giorgina actually had. Anas, despite his sneering demeanor, had never betrayed her to her father; whether this was due to hidden kindness or profound apathy Giorgina did not know and was not sure she wanted to find out. This allowed her to participate alongside the Daughters of Izdihar—albeit anonymously—and it allowed her to have Nico, whom she was about to meet for tea before her shift at the bookstore. She couldn’t wait to tell him all about the temple-house incident. He’d likely already read about it in the papers and had no idea Giorgina was one of the women involved.


She and Nico had been seeing each other for a little over a year now, and in the past few months he had several times hinted at marriage and even intimated that she should expect a proposal soon. Once they were engaged Giorgina could finally tell her family about him and stop all this hiding and sneaking around.


When Giorgina had first met Nico, she’d had no idea who he was. All she saw was a slightly bumbling young man who shared her interest in scholarship and obscure history. He was so different from most of the men Giorgina knew, or heard about from the women she knew—he treated her like an equal, a partner, and was genuinely interested in her ideals and beliefs. And where he may have lacked obvious charisma, there was a natural warmth to him. Giorgina always felt so comfortable, so safe, in his presence, like she could be entirely herself. It was no surprise how quickly she’d fallen in love with him.


Later, she discovered he was a Baldinotti, and she could not help but rejoice at her luck. She would have wanted to marry him regardless, but she was not so much of a romantic that she could refuse to openly acknowledge the benefits Nico’s background would grant her.


Nico’s money and status would raise her family from poverty; no longer would her sisters and her father have to work from sunrise to sundown. Giorgina would gain so much: freedom from her father, freedom to continue her work with the Daughters of Izdihar, a life with a man who shared her values, a man as unlike her father as was possible. A man she loved, and who loved her. Perhaps she could even go to university. Once married, she could finally obtain what her class and gender conspired to deny her.


Eager as she was to see Nico, Giorgina did not even mind the walk through Tetrad Gardens, where he liked to meet. Her attire drew some stares, but Giorgina was accustomed to it and looked straight ahead as she walked, pulling her shawl tighter over her distinctive copper hair. She slowed her pace only once, to watch a weaver sweep sand away from his shop front with a wave of his wrist. She smiled at the elegant display, wondering if the man was a windweaver or a sandweaver. It was difficult to tell when sand was involved.


Giorgina herself had no fine control over sand. She was an earth-weaver with absolutely no control over her abilities. She had read what she could—books procured from Anas’s bookshop—but understanding the principles behind weaving did not help her perform actual feats, or maintain control over her weaving, which seemed to reach out and shake the earth whenever Giorgina’s emotions stirred. The abilities were nothing more than yet another added burden.


When Giorgina arrived at Farouk’s Teahouse, she took a moment to appreciate the shiny storefront before stepping inside. Farouk’s was one of the more modern establishments cropping up in the wealthier districts of Alamaxa, which meant they hired waitstaff and had their guests sit on chairs rather than cushions. Giorgina was rather fond of chairs, and she liked Farouk’s Teahouse for its sparse, modern look. The walls were painted a plain pale periwinkle, but intricate geometric crown molding ran the length of the ceiling, lending the room an understated elegance. The tables were draped with white linen that was so clean it surely had to be laundered daily. All of this meant Farouk’s was extremely expensive, which meant it was only frequented by the very wealthy, which, thankfully, meant it was usually quiet and private, leaving little chance for Giorgina to be seen by her parents or anyone else she knew. She shuddered to think what her father would do if he discovered her dining with a strange man.


She spotted Nico immediately, sitting at a table tucked into the back of the teahouse. Normally, he would have been reading a book or newspaper, but today he sat with his chin resting in his palm, his expression distracted. She approached and took the seat across from him with a smile, but the one he gave her in return was unlike him: forced and joyless. Giorgina tensed slightly, but before she could say anything, Nico flagged down the waiter, a smiling young man in a white turban. He quickly scribbled down their tea order and left them to one another.


“What’s wrong?” asked Giorgina as soon as the waiter was out of earshot.


Nico did not respond immediately. He ran a hand through his fine hair, causing it to stick up on one side.


“I have . . . I have to tell you something,” he said slowly.


That much was certainly clear. A bevy of possibilities swirled through Giorgina’s mind, but she did her best to avert her focus from any of them. “What is it?”


“My father, he . . . he told me . . . he’s found me a suitable wife.”


Giorgina shaped her face into a calm veneer, though underneath the table and out of sight she clutched at her galabiya. She convinced herself she had misunderstood.


To be certain, she asked, “What do you mean?”


“Everything has been set in motion, all the paperwork filed,” said Nico, his voice hollow. “The wedding is in two days.”


Giorgina felt humiliation burning her cheeks. She could feel all her hopes and elaborate fantasies crumbling to sand.


“Giorgina?”


“Two days?” she whispered. She looked down at the table rather than at Nico, her eyes finding a flaw in the linen. “I don’t understand,” she said slowly, her feelings cycling through fury and despair, both of which she did her best to conceal. “I thought you and I—we—you always said you would refuse an arranged marriage if your father proposed it.”


“Giorgina.” Nico covered her hand, which she had left carelessly on the table, with his own. Startled, she pulled back, for they were in public, and a gesture like that could easily draw attention.


But she made herself look at him as he spoke, taking in his pained stare.


“I did refuse him at first,” said Nico. “But then he said . . . he said he had information about you.”
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