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For the fans, the growing cadre who enjoy sailing the sands of the Great Shangazi. This one’s for you.
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ÇEDA FOUND BRAMA by the river.


She watched from within a stand of cattails, where she hunkered low, cool river water lapping at her ankles.


Brama was playing in the water with a dozen other gutter wrens—playing!—apparently without a care in the world after he’d nicked her purse. She felt the anger roiling inside her like a pot boiling over. He’d probably come straight here to brag to his friends, show them what he’d done and challenge them to do the same, then demand tribute like some paltry lord of mud and fleas.


The lot of them were playing skipjack along the Haddah’s muddy banks. One by one, boys and girls would run to the lip of the bank and leap onto a grimy piece of canvas pulled taut as a drum by seven or eight of the older children, who would then launch the little ones into the air. They would flail their arms and legs mid-flight, screaming or yelling, before splashing like stones into the Haddah, water spraying like diamonds in the dry, desert heat.


Lip curling, Çeda watched as Brama was launched in turn. He barked like a jackal and flew through the air to crash into the water, arms and legs spread wide. After, he waded back to the canvas and relieved one of the others so they could make a run of their own—the same pattern he’d followed every other time he’d jumped into the river.


When he reaches dry ground, Çeda told herself.


With a measured pace, Çeda pulled out a locket on a silver chain from inside her dress. She pried the locket open, its two halves spreading like wings to reveal a dried white petal with a tip of palest blue. After taking the petal out, she clipped the locket closed and placed the fragile petal beneath her tongue. Spit filled her mouth. A shiver ran down her frame as the flavor of spices filled her. Mace and rosemary and a hint of jasmine and other things she didn’t have words for.


The petal had been stolen from the adichara, a forbidden tree that bloomed only once every six weeks under the light of the twin moons. When gathered on such nights, they were imbued with breathtaking power. Part of her hated to use even one of the petals on Brama, but her anger over what he’d done was more than strong enough to smother any reluctance.


As the effects of the petal spread, granting a barely contained verve to her limbs, she stuffed the locket back inside her dress and scanned the river. Colors were sharper now. She could hear more as well, not only the children in the river but the very breath and rattle of the city. It took effort in the early moments of imbibing the petals to concentrate, but she was used to doing so, and she focused her attention on those near and around Brama. A clutch of children were playing downriver, some trying to spear fish, others wading and laughing or splashing one another. Most likely they wouldn’t interfere. There was one who gave her pause, though, a dark-skinned Kundhunese boy with bright blue eyes. He stood apart from the others, and seemed to be watching Brama and the children with almost as much interest as Çeda. She would swear she’d seen him before, but just then she couldn’t remember where or when it might have been.


She worked at the memory, scratching at it, but like chasing a stubborn sliver it only sank deeper in her mind, and soon Brama was handing over his section of the canvas to a girl with a lopsided grin.


The moment Brama gained the bank, Çeda parted the cattails and marched forward. “Brama!”


He turned, staring at her with a frown. Her identity was still hidden by her white turban and veil, so he wouldn’t know who she was, but she could see in his eyes that he recognized the flowing blue dress she’d been wearing early that morning.


He scanned the area to see if anyone else was with her. “What do you want?”


“There’s something you stole from me,” she called, “and I mean to have it back.” Çeda didn’t know Brama well. He was a boy who liked to traipse about Sharakhai’s west end, bullying some, shying away from others. He was an opportunist and a right good lock-slip if rumor was true. She might have gone all her days and never thought twice about Brama but that morning he’d stolen something from her: a purse she was meant to deliver to Osman—a shade, as it was known in Sharakhai. It was as simple a task as Osman had ever given her—hardly more than a prance across the city—and she’d bungled it, but she’d be damned by Bakhi’s bright hammer before she’d let a boy like Brama get away with it.


Brama’s eyes flicked to the children in the river. They were watching, not yet approaching, but it wouldn’t take long before they came to back him up. The moment his eyes were off her, Çeda drew her shinai, her curved wooden practice sword, from its holder at her belt. She didn’t like walking around Sharakhai with a real sword—girls of fifteen, even tall as she was, attracted notice when bearing steel—but few enough spent more than a passing glance at a girl wearing a shinai, especially in the west end where children practicing the dance of blades could be found on any street, alley, or open space one cared to look.


Brama’s eyes were only for Çeda now. He looked her up and down, perhaps truly noticing her frame for the first time. She was tall. She had more muscle than he might have noticed earlier. She was holding a sword with a cozy grip—a lover’s grip, the bladewrights called it, the kind that revealed just how intimate a sword and its master were with one another—and with the magic of the petal now running through her veins, Çeda was itching to use it.


Brama’s friends were stepping out of the water now, and it seemed to lend him some confidence, for he swelled, not unlike a man who’d had one too many glasses of araq, or like the dirt dogs in the pits often did when they knew they were outmatched. He stuffed one hand down his still-dripping trousers and pulled out a short but well-edged knife. “I’ve got nothing of yours”—he smiled as the other children fanned around and behind Çeda—“so why don’t you run off before that pretty dress of yours is stained red?”


Brama had muscle as well, but it was the rangy sort, the kind that felt good to thump with the edge of a wooden sword. “You stole a purse, cut from my belt as I strode through the spice market.”


“A thousand and one gutter wrens wander that market day and night. Any one of them might have stolen your purse.”


“Ah, but it wasn’t any one of them.” She lifted the point of her shinai and thrust it toward Brama’s chest. “The nick from your little knife wasn’t nearly as clean as you thought, Brama Junayd’ava. I saw you running like a whipped dog down the aisles, and I know you heard me calling.”


She thought he might be put off by the use of his familial name, but instead he squinted, as if he recognized her voice and was trying to place it. “I don’t know who it might have been, but you’re a fool if you think it was me.”


The circle around her was closing in now, some with river stones clutched in their scrawny hands.


Çeda took a half-step closer to Brama and dropped into a fighting stance. “This is your last warning, Brama.”


Brama merely smiled. “You should have run while you had the chance.”


Çeda didn’t wait any longer. She charged.


She brought her sword swiftly down against his hastily raised defenses. The wooden blade beat with an audible crack against his forearms, then his rib cage, then his knee—not enough to break bones, though she could easily have done so, but certainly enough to send him crumpling to the ground.


Other children rushed in, but if her time in the pits had taught her anything it was how to maintain distance with the enemy, even many at once. She rushed past Brama’s fallen form, twisting and striking a girl every bit as tall as Brama across the face. Another came barreling after, but Çeda dropped and snapped her leg out, catching the girl and sending her tumbling off the bank and into the river.


The ones with the stones loosed them at Çeda as two more boys braved the range of her sword. One stone struck a glancing blow against her shoulder, another squarely against her ribs, but the effects of the petal deadened the pain. Four quick strokes of her shinai and the boys were howling away, shaking pain from their knuckles and wrists.


She was alone now. None would come near. Even the boy holding rocks the size of lemons remained still as a statue, the fear plain on his face.


Brama lay at her feet, cringing.


“Where’s the purse?” she asked him.


His face grew hard, his teeth gritting away the pain. “I don’t have it.”


“That wasn’t what I asked you, Brama.” She grabbed a hunk of his hair—“I said, where is it?”—and slammed his head onto the ground.


“I don’t have it!”


Somehow, his refusal made her go calm as the night’s cool winds. She let go of Brama’s hair and stood, staring down at him with her shinai still held easily in her right hand. “When are you going to learn, Brama?” She raised her sword, ready to give him something to think about before asking him the question again, but she stopped when she heard a piercing whistle from somewhere along the riverbank. She turned, but not before laying the tip of her sword over Brama’s kidney, a warning for him to lie still.


A man with broad shoulders wearing laced sandals and a striped kaftan was standing near the edge of the river, staring at her. The sun glinted brightly off the lattice of shallow waves behind him, so she didn’t at first recognize him—and why by the gods’ sweet breath would he be here in any case?—but soon she did recognize him.


Osman.


The very man she should have delivered the purse to this morning. But she’d failed to, because of fucking Brama.


She was half-tempted to bring the sword down across Brama’s thieving little face. He flinched, perhaps sensing the brewing sandstorm within her, and that made her want to strike him even more, but she stayed her hand when Osman shouted, “Enough!” in that clipped tone of his. And then she saw what he was holding in his right hand, dangling like a fish.


The purse. Her purse, a small, red leather affair, the very one he’d asked her to pick up and bring to him at the pits.


“Come,” he said, and turned to walk along the dusty bank of the Haddah.


Çeda had no difficulty understanding the command was meant for her, so she left, but not before kicking dirt over Brama’s quivering form. As she walked toward Osman, she realized the Kundhunese boy with the blue eyes was watching her intently.


Not Osman. Just her.


“Hurry up,” Osman said.


She refused to run, but she quickened her pace until they were walking side by side. She glanced back only once and found that the Kundhunese boy had vanished. She scanned the river, curious, but she was so intrigued by Osman’s sudden possession of the purse that she gave up after too long. How by the hot desert winds could Osman have learned not only that the purse had been stolen but that Brama had been the one to do it? And after learning it, how could he have found it so quickly?


The answer came to her in little time, but before she could say anything about it, Osman said, “Why confront him?”


“What?”


“Why challenge Brama while he’s playing with his friends along the Haddah?”


Çeda shrugged. “Because I had to know where the purse was.”


“You knew where the purse was.”


“No, I didn’t.”


“Yes, you did. I saw you watching him as he hid his clothes and other things in the cattails. You could have taken it while they were splashing in the river.”


He’d seen that, had he?


She tried on a dozen different answers, finally settling on, “He deserved it.”


“A lot of boys like Brama deserve a beating, but you can’t be the one to give it to them, Çeda. People in Sharakhai have long memories, and sooner or later, the city will end up the master and you the student, and I’ll wager you’re old enough to know how that lesson is likely to end.”


“I thought you’d be grateful. It was your package I was protecting.”


“First of all, the only time you’ll find me grateful is when none of my packages go missing. Second, that was no favor you were doling out back there. Not for my benefit, in any case. You were nursing a wound to your precious ego. You fight in the pits, and if I’m being truthful, I’ve rarely seen someone with the gifts the gods themselves surely bestowed upon you, but don’t think that trading blows with dirt dogs helps you at all in the shadows of the streets. You’re shrewd enough when you put your mind to it, but you’d better start putting that quality to better use before I find that you’ve been given back to the desert.”


Given back to the desert, a phrase that spoke of bleached bones, of men and women forgotten and swallowed by the Shangazi’s ever-shifting dunes. She was so angry she wasn’t sure she wouldn’t still give Brama back to the desert. “You do this to everyone, then?” Çeda asked as a wagon train rumbled past. “Set them up to see how they dance?”


Osman shrugged, not even looking at her. “I had to know what you’d do if you lost a package.”


“And?”


“And what?”


“How did I do?”


“Poorly. It’s the package I care about, Çeda. Let me decide who needs a beating and who doesn’t. Understand?”


“Yes,” she said, forcing the words through her teeth.


Osman stopped walking. They were on a small lane now, a well-worn one used by laborers to head to and from Sharakhai’s sandy northern harbor. Men and women passed them by like the Haddah’s waters around a pair of particularly surly stones. “Tell me you understand.”


She stared into his eyes, ready to answer with another petulant, barking reply, but she stopped herself. This was no small thing he was asking. Osman might have been a pit fighter once, but he was a shademan now. He’d taken Çeda under his wing, but he would toss her to the dogs if he thought he couldn’t trust her.


She’d been foolish with Brama. She saw that now. She needed to watch out for Osman’s interests, not her own.


“I understand,” she said.


“Good, because there’s something a bit more delicate we need to discuss.”


“That doesn’t sound good.”


Osman shared a wolfish smile and bowed his head like old Ibrahim the storyteller did before beginning a tale. “How astute of you to notice.”


They passed out of an alley and onto the cobblestone quay surrounding the northern harbor. A line of eight sandships were just setting sail, their long runners carrying them swiftly over the amber sand toward the gap between the two tall lighthouses. “Two days ago,” Osman continued, leading her over a meandering rank of stones that marked the dry yard around the lighthouse, “a man named Kadir came to me. He works for someone who is . . . Well, let’s just say she’s a powerful woman, indeed. Kadir’s visit was regarding a package that was delivered to him three weeks ago, a package delivered by you.” Osman came to a stop short of the door to the lighthouse. Beside them lay an old mint garden that years ago had been well-tended but had since lain forgotten, so that its contents looked little better than a forgotten pile of brown twine. “He also claimed that the contents had been poisoned.”


Suddenly Çeda felt very, very small. She felt under scrutiny, like a dung beetle crawling over open sand. “Poisoned?”


“Poisoned.”


“By whom?”


“That’s the question, isn’t it?”


“Well, it wasn’t me! I remember that package. It was delivered as you asked!”


“I know.”


“I didn’t tamper with it.”


“I know, or we’d be having a very different conversation.”


“Is this why you had Brama steal the purse?”


Osman waggled his head. “I’d’ve done it sooner or later.” Çeda opened her mouth to deny it again, but Osman held up his hand. “Kadir wishes to speak with you. He believes he knows who sent the poison but would like to find more clues from you if there are any to be found.”


Çeda stared deeper into his eyes. “And you told him I would? What if he thinks I did poison the contents? What kind of fool would I be to simply walk into his arms?”


“As I said, he works for a powerful woman. If she thought you had done so, she wouldn’t have done me the courtesy of having Kadir ask to see you. He and I spoke for a long while. I believe him, Çeda, and you will be under my protection. You’ll be safe enough, though I’m sure it won’t be a comfortable conversation to have.”


“And if I refuse?”


“Then Kadir doesn’t get what he wants and life goes on.”


“With no repercussions?”


A sad simulacrum of a smile broke over Osman’s broad, handsome face. “None for you.”


“But you would lose her as a client.”


Osman shrugged. “In all likelihood, yes.”


Çeda took a deep breath. She didn’t like this. She didn’t like this one bit. She’d known her shading with Osman would get her into some trouble sooner or later. She just hadn’t expected it would come from Osman himself. Still, she owed him much, and if this Kadir really did wish to speak of clues to the one who’d meddled with the package, then it seemed safe enough.


“Very well,” she said.


Osman nodded, then put two fingers to his mouth and whistled sharply. From the lighthouse came Tariq, a boy Çeda had grown up with and who had joined the ranks of Osman’s shades around the same time she had.


“Bring them,” Osman said.


Tariq nodded and ran off down the quay before ducking into an alley. Soon, a rich, covered araba led by two horses was trundling up the quay toward the lighthouse with Tariq hanging off the back. When it had swung around the sandy circle in the yard and pulled to a stop, Tariq dropped and ran back to stand in the lighthouse doorway. Osman swung the araba’s door open and Çeda climbed inside.


“Come see me when it’s done,” Osman said, closing the door and knocking twice upon it. “I’ll stay until you return.”


As the araba pulled away, Çeda saw someone standing on one of the empty piers in the sandy harbor—again, the Kundhunese boy with the bright blue eyes. He had a scar running near his left eye and down his cheek. Strange she hadn’t noticed it before, as it was long and puckered in places. The pier and the boy were both lost from sight as the araba passed a long train of wagons loaded high with cord after cord of bright white wood. When the wagons had passed, the boy had vanished.
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In a tastefully appointed room Çeda sat in a high-backed chair of ornamented silk. The estate where she found herself had surely been built centuries before. She could tell not only from the architecture, but from the paintings on the walls, the vases on their pedestals, the occasional weapon. They were elegant, all, but had clearly been born of another age.


Ashwandi, the beautiful, dark-skinned woman who’d led Çeda here, lingered in the arched doorway, staring at Çeda with a strange mixture of piqued curiosity and contempt. “Kadir will see you soon,” she said in a thick accent, and bowed her head. No sooner had she left than a slender man strode in scanning a sheet of vellum. As he swept behind an opulent desk, Çeda stood and bowed her head, for this was surely Kadir. He ignored her, his eyes continuing to skim the tightly scripted words while holding his free hand at attention behind his back, the pose a steward would often take while standing at attention. His brow creased as he finished. Only then did he set the vellum down and regard Çeda with a critical eye. He hid a frown as he took her in. “Osman sent you?”


This was a man who took his position seriously, Çeda could tell, and it made her even more curious to know who his mistress was. “He did.”


“It was you who delivered the package, then?”


“Yes.”


“Your name?”


“Çedamihn Ahyanesh’ala.”


He nodded as if knowing her full name had incrementally raised her status in his eyes. “Osman was to tell you our purpose here. Did he?”


“To a degree.”


A frown appeared on Kadir’s refined face. “Tell me what he told you.”


“That the package I delivered had been poisoned. That it had been discovered in time. That I was not under suspicion.”


“The first two I’ll grant you. As to the third”—he swept the back of his damask coat as he sat—“let us see what we see.”


Çeda bowed her head once more. “Forgive me if I overstep my bounds, hajib, but my master informed me that I had come to help you find the one responsible. Was he mistaken?”


Kadir gave her the smallest of smiles, but it seemed genuine. “He said you were direct.”


“My mother always told me there’s little point in tarrying when a hare needs chasing.”


“There are times when that’s exactly what needs to happen, but your mother was wise. So tell me, do you remember much from that day?”


Çeda shrugged noncommittally. “I remember it, but I recall nothing amiss. I came for the box at Osman’s estate at nightfall as he’d bid me and, after the moons had set and full night had come, brought it to the drop near Blackfire Gate.”


“Did you notice anyone following you?”


“No, or I would have delayed and come the following night.”


“Did you notice anything strange in the days before the drop?”


Her mind went immediately to the strange, blue-eyed Kundhuni boy. She remembered where she’d seen him now: at the spice market just before Brama had nicked her purse. She’d seen him again at the river, and then a short while ago at the harbor. How many times had she missed him? Had he been watching her for days? Weeks?


“What is it?” Kadir asked, his dark eyes suddenly sharper.


“It’s nothing to do with your package. At least, I don’t think it is.”


“Just tell me.”


“There was a boy. I’ve seen him several times these past few days.”


“He’s been following you?”


Çeda shrugged. “I suppose he must have been, though I have no idea why. I’ve never seen him before.”


Kadir seemed eminently unfazed. “He’s a head and a half shorter than I, with closely shorn hair and cinnamon skin and bright blue eyes. And a scar”—he ran his little finger down the left side of his face, neatly bisecting the skin between temple and eye—“just here.”


“Yes . . . But how did you know?”


Kadir pursed his lips, staring down at the desk for a moment, then he took in Çeda anew, his eyes roaming her form, lingering not only on her face, but on her hands as well, which were riddled with small scars from her time in the pits. She balled them into fists and held them by her side, which only seemed to draw more notice to her scars. Kadir smiled a patronizing smile. “The boy you saw is from Kundhun, and the poison on the package you delivered was not meant for my mistress, but for Ashwandi, the woman who delivered you to this room.”


Ashwandi had been beautiful, but she had also eyed Çeda uncharitably from the moment she’d stepped foot in the estate.


“Why?” Çeda asked.


“My mistress hosts social gatherings, and in these she has had cause to take on protégés. In her wisdom she took on a Kundhuni girl named Kesaea, a princess of the thousand tribes. Years ago Kesaea had come to Sharakhai with her sister, Ashwandi, and here the two of them have remained, vying for my mistress’s attentions. When Kesaea left our employ, there was some, shall we say, acrimony over the decision.”


“She was forced from her lofty position.”


Kadir nodded, granting her the smallest of smiles. “Just so, and as you may have guessed, Ashwandi took her place. You can see how this might have caused more than a little strife between siblings, especially one—may my mistress forgive me for saying it—as petulant as Kesaea.”


“But to poison her own sister?”


Kadir shrugged. “Surely you’ve heard worse stories in the smoke houses of Sharakhai.”


In point of fact, she doubted Kadir would be caught dead in a Sharakhani smoke house. “Yes, but from a princess?”


“Are not those who wield the scepter most likely to strike?”


“I suppose,” Çeda said. “What of the boy, though? Why should I still find him following me?”


She left unsaid the fact that the boy had likely been following her for quite some time, a logical conclusion that bothered her greatly, not merely for the fact that she hadn’t noticed him before today, but because she hadn’t a clue as to the reason behind it. If she was to become the unwitting accomplice to this boy’s plans, why follow her at all and give Çeda the chance to become wise to it? And for that matter, how would they even have known that she would be the one to take the shade from Osman that night?


Kadir steepled his fingers. “Now that does give me pause. Have you no guesses of your own?”


Çeda shrugged. “None,” she said. And then the strangest thing happened. A moth flew into Çeda’s field of vision. Where it had come from she had no idea, but it landed on her sleeve and sat there, wings fanning slowly. The top of its wings were the deepest indigo Çeda had ever seen, with a bright orange mark akin to a candle flame. Çeda was loath to shoo it away, partly from the sheer surprise of it, but more so from the realization that Kadir was staring at it as if it were about to burst into flame and take Çeda with it.


“They’re called irindai,” Kadir said with an ease that made Çeda’s hackles rise. “Some call them cressetwings, and consider what just happened to you a sign of bountiful luck.”


“Others call them gallows moths,” she replied, “and consider them a sign of imminent death.”


“Well,” he said, standing and motioning to the way out, “as with so much in the world, surely the truth lies somewhere in between.” As Çeda stood, the moth flew away and was lost in the fronds of a potted fern in the corner. “I’ll only ask you for one more thing. Keep an eye out for the boy. I would not recommend you approach him—there’s no telling how Kesaea might have armed him—but if you discover that he’s following you still, return to this estate and inform me.”


Çeda might have granted Kadir that if she’d been planning to leave this matter alone, but she refused to allow some Kundhuni child to use her as his plaything. She couldn’t tell that to Kadir, though, not leastwise because it might get back to Osman, so she nodded obediently and said, “Very well.”


As Kadir joined her at the arched entryway, he held his hands out to her, as if asking her to dance. It was such an odd and unexpected gesture that she complied, lifting her hands for him to take. He did, then considered her with deliberate care. “They say scars have tales to tell, each and every one.” He examined not just her hands, but her face, her body, her legs, even her ankles, which somehow made her feel unclothed. “What would yours tell, Çedamihn Ahyanesh’ala?”


“Tales are not told for free in this city, my lord.”


“If it’s money you want”—he leaned toward her—“you need but whisper the price.”


“The price of their telling is something you cannot afford.”


Kadir laughed. “You’d do well not to underestimate the size of my mistress’s purse, nor her will to follow a scent once she’s gotten wind of it.”


“My tales are my own,” she said finally.


For a moment, Kadir seemed prepared to press her, but then he raised her hands and bowed his head. “Forgive my boldness. A habit most foul, formed from years of service.”


“Think nothing of it,” Çeda said, though somehow she doubted he would heed her words. No matter what he said, his eyes were too hungry, too expectant of submission.


Kadir raised his hand high and motioned to Ashwandi, who stood farther down the hall. She came and put on a smile, motioning for Çeda to follow her. Her smile vanished, however, when the moth fluttered out from Kadir’s office to flitter around the two of them. As they walked toward the entrance to the estate, the moth continued to dog them, and it became clear it was fluttering around Çeda much more than it was Ashwandi, a thing that appeared to please the Kundhunese woman not at all.
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The clack from the strike of wooden swords filled the desert air, strangely deadened by the surrounding dunes where Çeda and Djaga, her mentor in the pits, fought. The sun shined off Djaga’s dark, sweat-glistened skin. The sand shushed as they glided over it, a strangely calming sound amidst the rattle of armor and the thud of their shinai as they engaged then backed away.


Çeda fought with abandon, hoping to impress, pushing herself more than she had in a long while. When Djaga retreated, Çeda closed the gap. When Djaga pressed, Çeda countered as soon as the flurry had ended. When Djaga ran backward, Çeda flew after her. She thought she’d timed her advance perfectly, but just as she was lunging forward, Djaga did too, beating aside her blade and sending a nasty swipe of her shinai over Çeda’s thigh.


Çeda, thinking Djaga was going to press her advantage, slid quickly away as the pain blossomed, but instead the tall black woman stopped and stood, chest heaving, her face a sneer of disgust. “You invite me to spar,” she said in an accent similar but distinctly different from Ashwandi’s, “and this is what I get? You’re not watching me.”


Çeda opened her mouth to explain, to apologize, but Djaga abruptly turned away and headed for the skiff they’d sailed that morning from Sharakhai’s western harbor. Together they stepped over the runners of the sandship to reach the ship’s side, at which point Djaga leaned over the gunwales, pulled the cork from their keg of water, and filled a gourd cup. “You’re distracted,” Djaga said after downing the cup and running the back of her hand over her mouth. She refilled the cup and held it out for Çeda. “Why?”
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