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Chapter 1


IMANI


In long grass, the serpent is king. If the lion is wise, he will take care where he steps. This is how you become strong: by knowing where you are weak first.


“Imani, it’s time.”


I rouse with a gasp, Baba’s lesson fading to memory. The shadow of my twenty-two-year-old brother, Atheer, leans over me. Abovedeck, sailors call, ropes and canvas shift, the ship rocks, and long, ominous bellows reverberate across the Bay of Glass. I lay a hand over my thrumming heart and inspect the bunk below me. Our sister, Amira, two years younger than me at fifteen, is snoring in it.


I sit up. “How long have I been asleep?”


“A few hours. Horns are blowing in the city.” Atheer gives me room to slide down from my bunk. “We’ll find out why on the way to the stables. We need to fetch the horses.”


“Is it wise for you to leave the ship when you’re the most wanted man in Taeel-Sa?” I ask him. “Glaedric’s men will be searching for you.” I sling my cloak over my shoulders, thinking of how we sprang King Glaedric’s prize prisoner from captivity last night and sank the royal ship in a blaze. But I should know my brother better by now. Brave to a fault.


“We’ll be cautious.” He waits for me to pull boots onto my aching feet and check that the bandage on my neck isn’t blood-soaked. We retreat through the cramped crew quarters.


“How about a tea ceremony to replenish our magic?” I suggest, sidestepping a tipped-over clay jug that smells of wine.


“Better not to risk the temptation of using it in Glaedric’s city.” He glances at me sideways. “I already made that mistake.”


And it got him arrested, imprisoned, and tortured. As we near the hatch leading abovedeck, the red afternoon light confirms that this Atheer is not the brother of my happy memories, in which we spar with wooden swords in the courtyard at home and later take our horses for a ride beyond Qalia’s walls. Neither is he like the warrior-heroes of folklore I’ve admired since childhood, immense figures who move mountains and swallow dust storms whole and never look the worse for wear. This Atheer is marked by bruises, scratches, and burns; he’s gaunt from starvation, his jaw sharp enough to cut steel, his brown eyes unduly large and framed by limp caramel-colored curls. This is my new brother in my new world.


Qayn waits for us by the mainmast, portrait-still in odd contrast to the sailors working the rigging around him and those extending the ribbed bridge from the ship to the pier. The Lion’s Prize has been moved from where it was anchored this morning into an isolated berth on the Bay’s edge, inhabited by barnacled fishing boats and tired, worm-eaten merchant dhows. A place no one willingly comes except to be forgotten.


The sailors repay Qayn’s attention with bashful glances. Though I’m more familiar with the djinni, I’m equally captivated by the symmetry of his angular features, and the way he comports his slender frame with both serious, regal grace and a casual, boyish ease. At dawn, he promised to save my people if I returned his stolen magic. Now I regard him as if he’s an oasis. Beneath my relief at finding a life-saving refuge, I feel the primal fear that I am being lured by a mirage to my death.


He greets us with a nod before glancing wryly over my shoulder. “Quite the motley company you’ve assembled, Atheer.”


Taha and Reza lurk in the recessed shelter under the gangway behind me, but the ropes that the sailors used to bind their wrists after they tried to kill us are nowhere to be seen. Sunlight touches Taha’s eyes, their color the pale green of drought-stricken fields; it finds the wounds I gave him last night, his split bottom lip and the welt on his cheekbone. How could I have ever craved his kiss? I was a trusting, foolish girl who cared too much what he thought of me. It’s clear now that during our entire journey here, he was only manipulating me to make his mission easier. In the prison, I even confessed that I wanted his kisses to mean something. And he was surprised, not because he’d assumed I’d been pretending to like him all along and was moved to discover that the opposite was true. No; it was because the thought of how I felt had never crossed his mind before.


I turn to Atheer. “What are you thinking, letting them go free? They tried to kill you barely ten hours ago!”


They also nearly buried me alive in the prison. I only escaped that place by falling down a chute onto . . . Don’t go there, I order myself, but I’m already seeing and feeling—smelling—the mountain of decaying bodies and polished skeletons I tumbled down in my own fight for life.


Atheer is frustratingly undeterred. “They won’t try again. Their mission orders no longer apply.”


“No!” I’d be embarrassed to air my outrage before the crew if bottling it up weren’t corroding my insides. “The only reason they didn’t kill you last night is because they were cornered! It was never about mission orders!”


“What was it, then?” Taha demands.


“Old-fashioned clan warfare against the ‘elitists’ and ‘parasites’ you despise,” I reply, echoing the hate-filled words he uttered in the prison. “The wellbeing of our nation is nothing more than a shield for you to hide your sordid truth behind.”


The light gutters in his eyes, giving rein to some waiting inner darkness. “You’re wrong. If I’d intended to kill your brother for any other reason, he wouldn’t be standing here now. I’ve only ever acted in our people’s best interest.”


“Is that why you ordered us to leave that defenseless woman to her fate back in Bashtal? I suppose innocent Safiya posed a threat to the Sahir too?” I push my cloak away from the dagger on my thigh. “Drop this embarrassing pretense and admit you don’t care about anyone or anything that doesn’t further your vile father’s ambitions.”


Taha’s nostrils flare. “I ordered you to leave that woman in Bashtal because I didn’t want to endanger our lives by alerting the soldiers. Remember Fey?”


My gut suspends at her mention, as if I’ve been thrown from a great height. “You mean my brother’s third assassin.”


“Fey didn’t know about Taha’s orders and was never going to,” Reza interjects angrily.


He startles me; I’m almost unaccustomed to hearing his voice. When I first met Taha’s cousin—older than Taha by six years at twenty-four—he couldn’t survive ten minutes without telling a crass joke to amuse their squadmate Feyrouz. He all but stopped talking after she was captured by the Harrowlanders in Bashtal.


I feign indifference, pulling my dagger from its sheath to inspect its polished blade. But while I do, I think of my promise that we’d find Fey after we found Atheer. An empty promise now, and I’m the liar who made it. “I remember that Taha forced us to leave her behind too,” I say.


“After you got her captured by refusing to follow my orders,” Taha retorts. “It’s easy now for you to criticize me and my decisions. You weren’t responsible for our safety, the mission, or any of the consequences. Not like you care about those. You only care about playing the hero.”


“And you only care to talk about fighting injustice,” I snap. “You see Alqibahi people suffering right in front of you and you try to punish my brother for helping them.” I use the dagger to point at him. “You, of all people, should see why that’s hypocritical.”


“Oh, why? Because I grew up poor and scorned?” He leaves the shadow of the gangway, sneering; the daylight burnishes his ebony hair in a fiery crown. “What’s hypocritical is how you’ve ignored the suffering of other Sahirans your entire life. You’re from a powerful, wealthy clan, Imani. Why didn’t you ever help them? They were right in front of you.”


My ears burn; I feel the eyes of the crew on the back of my head. “We donate generously to the needy on festival days,” I respond woodenly, the heat of humiliation seeping down my neck.


Taha grants me slow applause. “Well done. You applied a bandage to a mortal wound and then praised yourself for being virtuous. The Beya clan has almost never gone unrepresented on the Council of Al-Zahim. Why didn’t they do something more substantial to help? I’ll tell you.” He steps up to me, striking in his fearsomeness and undaunted by the dagger now hanging limply in my hand. “The real sordid truth is that wealthy clans like yours benefit in every way from the power structure that rules the Sahir. Why would they change it, and why would you ever protest their inaction? It’s easier to question my conscience and demand that I risk my Scouts’ lives and our people’s security to relieve your own raging guilt, now that you’ve realized you’ve been molded into the very person you denounce: someone selfish, ignorant, and privileged. But you’ll never admit that, because it hurts too much to look in the mirror and see the real you staring back.”


I suddenly remember something Qayn told me: You only use others to get what you want, and you are outraged when they refuse. You’re like the rest of your kind. Selfish.


“You’ve said enough, Taha,” Atheer warns.


But he could’ve said much less and I still wouldn’t have a retort for the most shameful dressing-down of my life. His razor-sharp words have skinned me, pared the gristle back, and bared my humiliated innards for all to see. Earlier I wondered how I could’ve craved Taha’s kiss. Now I wonder how he could’ve tolerated mine.


“You had your orders in the prison,” Taha says with less vehemence. “You shouldn’t have gotten Safiya involved.”


My heart is heavy; my eyes ache. “I was supposed to die alone.”


“As you said, Safiya was innocent.” Taha sighs, his stony expression softening. “Can we speak privately for a moment?”


I pretend my pulse hasn’t sped up at his request. I’m curious to know what he wants from me, but I refuse to reveal that I care or that I’m nervous. I gesture with my blade at the hatch. “Fine. You go first.”


I follow him with my fist wrapped tightly around my dagger. Atheer looks as if he wants to intervene in whatever’s about to happen, but he can’t. That would only contradict his earlier stance that the cousins no longer pose a danger to us. Instead, he tensely watches as we descend through the hatch into the gloom belowdecks.


I stare at Taha’s exposed neck as he goes down the steps. “You got your privacy. Say what you want, unless this was an uninspired attempt to lure me somewhere where you could finish what you started in the prison.”


He reaches the deck and twists to look back up at me. “I had to stop you, Imani, or you would’ve stopped me.”


I falter on the second-to-last step, imagining what I would’ve done if Taha hadn’t trapped me in the prison and I’d uncovered his intention to kill my brother. I would’ve driven this dagger into his chest to stop him, right through his duplicitous heart and out the other side, and I would’ve hesitated for such a brief moment beforehand that it wouldn’t even be worth mentioning.


“Don’t lie and say otherwise,” he starts, but I shake my head.


“I won’t,” I say quietly, because no truer words were ever spoken, and that’s what makes them so painful. We’re two people stuck on opposite shores of an impassable sea. Who put us here? Was it the Great Spirit? Taha’s father or mine? Our ancestors? Just us, perhaps? The answer doesn’t really change things. Taha accepted his fate regardless of who orchestrated it, and I would’ve too if Atheer’s life had demanded it.


Taha rises onto the step below mine, the sunlight restoring the familiar, arresting brightness of his gaze. “You said you wouldn’t accept my apology, but I’ll give it anyway. I’m sorry. I wasn’t happy about what I did to you or your brother. I was only trying to shield our people from the invader.”


It’s an apology I didn’t think I’d receive and don’t know what to do with. An apology that doesn’t triumph over those treacherous waters to reach me; it sinks below the surface just offshore, and that hurts so much worse than if it hadn’t tried at all. This is only an acknowledgment of the heartbreaking truth that Taha and I will never find peace together. The battle that raged between us last night will always be only a small twist of circumstance away.


My hand trembles as I stash my dagger. I try to do the same with my feelings as I silently rejoin my brother. Protecting our people is what matters most, isn’t it? The fate of the Sahir hangs in the balance while Taha and I stand around arguing. Suddenly a thick fog of fear rises in me. How do I distinguish the truth from the lie, my enemy from my ally? How do I know who or what to trust? Whether I can even trust myself? The fog seeks to enshroud the future completely. I’ll have to wade through it, and there’s no telling whether what lies ahead of me is the precipice of a sheer cliff or the threshold of home.


A horn interrupts the tense silence. Perhaps Atheer knows that no explanation of what just happened between me and Taha will be given, because he doesn’t ask. He shares a kiss goodbye with Farida, the mid-twenties captain of the Prize and his sweetheart, and goes to the bridge. “Let’s head out,” he says. “We can’t leave Taeel-Sa without our horses.”


“After what I did to you, why not send others?” Taha calls after him.


Atheer pauses to contemplate the boats moored across the pier. “I think you and Reza must see things for yourselves,” he answers pensively. “Hurry now, and keep quiet.”


And then he’s gone, and such has always been Atheer’s power that people want to follow him. We leave the ship armed with only our wits, except for the ancient dagger hidden again under my cloak, though I pray I have no occasion to use it. After minutes of swift, silent walking, we reach the port of Taeel-Sa. It’s heaving with Harrowlander soldiers, sailors, and officials racing around in the dry heat to a cacophony of horns, harried by the burden of some urgent task.


Atheer navigates between them with the hood of his vine-green cloak pulled low. Back home he could go anywhere with his head held high. Sahirans called him the Lion of Qalia and shared tales of his skin-changing magic, his bravery in defending remote Sahiran settlements against monsters. But Atheer is no lion here; he’s a mouse scampering between pipe-smoking Taeel-Sani stevedores muttering about the mysterious blaze that took King Glaedric’s ship in the night, and soldiers who’ve descended upon the port like clouds of locusts on a wheat crop.


At a row of warehouses, the soldiers hastily load boxes onto wagons, supervised by heat-flushed officials in staid brown robes too heavy for the climate. Only when each wagon is sitting low on its axles does the line trundle on, clearing the road for another convoy. These wagons too are promptly filled in a well-ordered procession, and it seems there’s no end to the boxes stored within the warehouses.


In the war-scarred streets behind the port, palisades persist, ditches remain half-filled, and the skeletons of wrecked wagons rest under mounds of sand. Many buildings in this area were never rebuilt after the war, the hurled boulders that ruined them still crowning the rubble like gravestones, between which children dig for arrowheads and shattered swords to smelt for coin. Though the ordinarily loud city is quiet, it is the busiest I’ve ever seen it. Every person in Taeel-Sa must’ve been lured to the streets by the rumors rippling out from the port; they meander about on false business, gathering to converse in murmurs while absently perusing linen dresses, colorful clayware, and boxes of fruits, never seeming to purchase anything. Wary eyes peep from beneath draped veils and wrapped keffiyehs. I catch a snippet of whispered speculation at a grocer: “—the fire started in more than one place. This was either the work of our rebels or their traitors.”


It’s conspiratorial talk that could get one arrested, but few soldiers are patrolling. Pairs of them, shouldering backpacks, march past to elsewhere, and the rest are busy erecting cordons to redirect traffic into narrower side streets. Since we left the Prize, I haven’t seen anyone pulled aside to be interrogated or searched. Nobody has been told to move on; no additional checkpoints have been established to sort through citizens in the king’s hunt for Atheer. I expected to see gangs of soldiers separating young men from the crowds and forcing them to remove their head and face coverings. But it’s as if King Glaedric has forgotten about us. 


More troubling is the veritable army of workers putting up decorations. As we walk, brown-and-maroon banners depicting golden stag heads unfurl over us, and green cords embroidered in white flowers made of linen are carefully wrapped around lampposts and the beams of grapevine lattices. Whoever commanded the city workers to perform this task would be aware of last night’s incident on the Bay, so why does King Glaedric care more about decorating the city than about recovering his prisoner?


Suddenly a series of strident horn blasts echoes up the street. Carriages and riders shrink to the left, and the foot travelers around us withdraw to the sandstone frontages of the buildings, where they stop to look down toward the port. The ground trembles under my boots as I jog after Atheer into an alleyway and huddle there with several others, who squeeze their eyes shut and shield their airways with their head coverings. I decipher the galloping of horses and the clattering of wheels only a few seconds before the convoy of wagons roars around the bend, so loud that it muzzles all else. It thunders past in an explosion of dust, steered with a single-minded fury that demands that any obstacle in its path be summarily cleared.


It’s gone just as quickly, leaving a vacuous silence and crushed doves in its wake. With watery eyes, I watch it wind up the incline between the tall buildings like a serpent belly-down through yellowed grass. It’s left several things behind on the street. Reza darts in front of the resuming traffic, snatches up one of the cylindrical objects, and brings it back to our group. We gather outside a coffeehouse with pale-lime shutters coated in dust.


“What is it?” Taha asks.


“A vambrace,” I answer.


Reza nods, handing the object to me. The hard, boiled leather is a piece of armor that a soldier would wear on their forearm for protection. It’s not as well-made as a Sahiran vambrace, which is specially crafted for the warrior who will wear it, but the construction is sturdy enough.


Taha takes it from me, frowning. “Strange,” he murmurs. “This fell from the wagons. This was in those boxes at the warehouses.”


“Better not to hold on to it,” says Atheer, starting up the street again.


Taha tosses the vambrace to the ground, and we continue on. A few hundred yards past the Grand Bazaar, Atheer stops us in a lane behind a tapered correspondence tower announcing itself far and wide with its unique blend of burning spices. It surpasses the city’s defensive walls in height; I have to crane my neck to peer at the balcony encircling its peak, where messenger falcons with scrolls fastened to their ankles sweep in, their broad wings fanning curtains of aromatic smoke escaping the large urns fixed into the stone. Yet for all the falcons arriving, none are leaving, and the tower’s front doors are closed.


“I need to check something here before we go to the stables,” Atheer says. He knocks on the narrow door in the wall enclosing the tower’s back courtyard, thudding his fist several times in a deliberate rhythm. It opens, and a curly-haired young man pokes his head out. His eyes widen.


“Brother! I thought you’d been—” He halts, warily glancing at the lane behind us, and continues in a lower voice. “It’s been a long time, Atheer.”


“Too long, Basel,” Atheer replies. “Could we sneak up to the balcony for a minute?”


“Just for a minute.” Basel stands aside, palm pressed to his chest in greeting as we filter into the courtyard. “Officials came past this morning and forbade us to send out correspondence; said if we did, our falcons would be hunted down and shot. Didn’t give a reason why, only said they’d be back to make sure we’re complying.” 


I suspect the reason has to do with us, but like Atheer, I don’t say anything. We pass the wooden mews and step into a large administration room partitioned in two. One section is a maze of shelves stacked with labeled jars of messenger spices for various towers across Alqibah. Depending on where a departing falcon is destined, the spice blend of its destination tower will be burned in small quantities to allow the falcon to catch the scent. The room’s other section is full of cabinets and desks laden with paperwork. On our right, a wide stairwell curls up into the tower.


Basel hands Atheer a lit lantern. “Don’t draw attention to yourselves up there,” he says. “I noticed soldiers lurking on the roofs of nearby buildings. They all had some sort of buzzard with them. If I were to guess, that’s how they mean to hunt down outgoing falcons.”


“Appreciate the warning,” Atheer says, and Basel returns to his task of sifting through a bucket of scrolls. 


Atheer leads us up the stairwell to the breezy top level, crosshatched with deep shadows and rosy afternoon light, scented strongly of hay, seeds, falcon droppings, and the heady heat of the burning spices. Atheer sets the lantern down on a table by the landing, pulls a bronze spyglass from his jacket pocket, and continues to the balcony railing, where he stops and peers out.


I tentatively join him. Majestic Taeel-Sa sprawls around us in squares of sandstone, columns of marble, triangles of green and tangerine canvas, and domes of glittering tooled gold. Its beauty is protected from the green-speckled wilderness beyond by the defensive walls, and at this angle, from this height, I can see directly over them to the outer fields, where the Harrowlander military camp is erected around stone debris left behind from Glaedric’s assault on the city. When I arrived in Taeel-Sa, the camp was an intimidating arrangement of hundreds of tents in orderly rows. Not anymore.


“The camp’s being packed up,” Taha says beside me.


I accept the spyglass from Atheer and use it to locate the camp again. A toppling tent swings into view, pulled down by soldiers. Elsewhere, campfires are snuffed, and piles of stone, wood, and hay bales are loaded onto wagons that roll out onto the Spice Road. There, they compete with convoys speeding into dusk and the long, dense ribbon made up of thousands of marching soldiers.


I lower the spyglass and stare into the horizon, distantly mindful of Taha taking the instrument from me. “They’re all leaving,” I say. “They’re going south . . . to the Sahir.”


“Y-you don’t know that,” Reza stammers. “They’re probably heading to another city.”


“They’ve already conquered every city in Alqibah,” Taha says, pulling the spyglass away from his wet eyes. “There’s only one place left for them to go.”


“Our home.” I turn my head to Atheer, expecting shock and exclamations of disbelief. But my brother isn’t at the railing anymore. He’s gone to lean against a thick wooden beam in the middle of the balcony with his back to us.


“This is what you brought us to see.” I walk toward him, my heart pounding. “You already knew when we left the ship this morning that Glaedric’s invasion had begun.”


“I knew when you broke me out of captivity.” His voice echoes in the eaves, disembodied. “Apart from the soldiers guarding the gates, I suspected that no one would be looking for me today. No checkpoints, no resources or time unnecessarily spent trying to recapture me. This is a race to reach Qalia, and Glaedric understood that the race had begun the moment you freed me.”


“What did you do, Atheer?” Taha mumbles, his shoulders heaving. He pushes away from the railing and shambles forward. “What did you do?”


“No,” comes a voice from behind us, “the question now is what will you do?”


We look back to see Qayn perched on the railing beside a newly arrived tawny falcon. I meet the djinni’s burning-coal gaze, recalling the offer he made me at dawn: help him get his magic back in exchange for a magical army to defeat the Harrowlanders.


“We’ll fetch the horses and discuss the rest on the ship,” says Atheer. “Take one last look if you must.” He collects the lantern and descends the stairs.


Taha and Reza eagerly return to the railing, as if to find that the vision was a mirage. But once they are there, their faces fall, and any remaining hope is erased from them. They go after Atheer, leaving me alone with Qayn, now reaching into an urn of burning messenger spices.


“Don’t give me your answer yet.” He saunters over to me with something black pinched between his fingers, raises his hand, and blows on the ash. It plumes between us, lifted on a breeze wafting over the balcony. My eyes water; the back of my throat tickles.


“Do you know what that is?” he asks me. “It’s the bitter taste of regret. From now on, think of it before every decision you make.”


He watches the ash fall. Fear slips down my spine, an old struggle erupting inside me. We’re alone. Nobody could stop me from killing the monster I am oath-bound to destroy. But if I uphold my oath, I may doom my people and kill my unlikely ally and my brother’s trusted friend. He saved Atheer from torture and death; this time, he’s offering to save my entire nation and the people of Alqibah.


The air between us clears. Qayn starts toward the stairwell, speaking to me over his shoulder. “As I said, don’t give me your answer yet. But I suspect you already know in your heart what it must be.”


My lifeblood thuds in my ears. For a long moment, I stare at the soldiers marching under the blood-red sunset, and then I follow Qayn down into the darkness.










Chapter 2


TAHA


Not even reuniting with his white colt, Aesif, is enough to comfort Taha. The city workers come too late to light the lampposts, and the journey back to the Prize is made on the edge of dusk.


He and Reza are riding through a lonely laneway when Reza suddenly breaks the silence between them. “I understand why you left Fey behind. You were right to chase the mission. I forgive you for that.”


Taha glances at his cousin, brows raised. This is the first substantial thing Reza has said to him since Bashtal. Still, he’s careful not to feel relief at this tentative reunion. He senses that Reza isn’t done with him yet.


“There’s something else for which you don’t forgive me,” he says.


Reza nods at the shadows on the walls around them. “It wasn’t easy, but I understood why we had to stop Atheer. But what I did in the prison and then on the ship, what you wanted me to help you do to Farida and her crew afterward . . . That’s not who I am, Taha, and that’s not you either. We want to protect our home, but not at the expense of innocent lives. The rebels didn’t choose to learn about our magic; they shouldn’t die for a decision made for them.”


Taha stares at Imani and Atheer riding about a hundred feet ahead, his fingers tightening around the reins. “I’m sorry, Reza. Sometimes I don’t know what comes over me.”


He knows perfectly well. It’s the “other” Taha, the hard-hearted warrior shaped by Bayek, his father, who assumes control when unspeakable things must be done. After last night, it’s a man Taha fears encountering again.


Reza leans over to squeeze his cousin’s shoulder. “You were trying your best.”


Bayek would say that Taha’s best wasn’t good enough. At the thought of it, something scared skitters along the back wall of his mind, casting a too-big shadow that looks like frustrated fists and wounding words.


Reza distracts him from it with an offhand remark. “You never told me that Atheer was your mentor.”


Taha says nothing, but the falcon pendant Atheer gifted him for his birthday sits heavily against his chest.


“Were you afraid of word reaching your father?” Reza asks. “Didn’t want a repeat of what happened with Fadi?”


Taha blinks. “Nothing happened with Fadi.”


“No? Your father told mine that he was worried Fadi was going to make us soft because he saw Fadi crying in public, Spirits forbid.”


An old, dull hurt unearths in Taha. “We grew apart, that was all.”


“In one night after years of friendship, sure,” Reza says dryly. “I dread to think what your father would’ve said about Atheer had he found out. That’s why you kissed Imani in secret too, isn’t it?”


Taha flinches as if he’s been struck by a stone, then cranes forward in his saddle to anxiously study the distance between him and Imani, just to be sure there’s no chance she could overhear Reza.


“No,” he says, leaning back, “I didn’t want you getting the wrong idea.”


“You were manipulating her?”


Taha jumps at the excuse, nodding. “I hoped that if she thought I was interested in her, she’d agree to stand aside. I should’ve known better—someone like her would never be interested in someone like me.” He bites his tongue; heat collars his neck. He sounds as bitter as ash, and he hates it.


“I would’ve agreed with you a little while ago, but I think there might be hope for Imani,” says Reza. “You said some harsh things to her this morning, and she actually seemed to listen.”


Taha ignores the maddening spark of hope fizzing in his chest. “Wouldn’t matter to me if she denounced her birthright and devoted her life to the charitable care of orphans.”


“Ah. She’ll always be from the Beya clan, right?” There’s an edge to Reza’s tone. “You must’ve enjoyed kissing her to do it more than once.”


“Sure.” He shrugs. “Didn’t have to care about her to enjoy it. Is there a reason we’re talking about this?” He adjusts his sweaty palms around the reins and glances up at Sinan, his falcon mindbeast flying overhead with whom he shares a magical bond. The falcon has been tracking them since they left the Prize.


Reza sighs. “You know your secrets are safe with me, Taha. I’d never tell your father anything unless you asked me to.”


The collar of heat feels more like a noose now. Why does Taha have to desire someone he hates anyway? It was purely physical at first, even though he knew Imani was from that clan and condescendingly proud. He was still drawn to her. Then he began hearing stories, like how she single-handedly defended three children from a clan of djinn before her squad arrived. He began noticing how hard she tried in lessons, always the first to raise her hand to answer a question or volunteer for a task, never one to engage in idle gossip or waste time. He appreciated how seriously she took being a Shield, and her accomplishments were only made more attractive because he knew she didn’t have to put so much effort in. Like plenty of other Shields from famed clans, she could’ve skipped lessons and training sessions and stayed safely behind at camp whenever her squad went out on a mission, and she still would’ve been praised, thanks to her clan’s reputation. But Imani didn’t choose the easy path. She devoted herself to their dangerous duty of defending their people from the monsters that plague the Sahir. His opinions on her many privileges aside, Taha respected that. 


Now it’s Imani or nobody, and he accepts her however she arrives in his fantasies. Sometimes she’s warm, inviting, aware of her fortunes; she doesn’t belittle his clan or laugh at him for thinking he could ever have a chance with her. But sometimes when the mood strikes him, she’s as mean as they come, and his pleasure hinges entirely on her derisive laughter. . . . 


“Can I ask you something else?” Reza says suddenly in a careful tone. “What did Atheer mean when he said you’d acted as your father’s assassin?”


Taha realizes he’s been watching Imani this entire time, and now they’ve reached the port. He shifts his gaze to the water, stained crimson under the setting sun as if by bodies sacrificed to the bay. “Slander,” he says flatly.


It’s a moment before Reza speaks again. “Was Atheer referring to Uncle’s election, or—”


“Don’t,” Taha interrupts, looking at his cousin. “Please, Reza, for your own sake, don’t ask me about this. If you must know something, know that everything I’ve ever done has been for the greater good.”


Some lives for many others, as his father once said.


Taha returns his gaze to the water, and an uneasy quiet occupies the space between them. Eventually his focus drifts, and the memories he consciously keeps locked away seep out, as sly as mist. He remembers things from moments he wishes he hadn’t lived: a carriage burning on the long, shadowy road back to Qalia; a motionless figure spread-eagled in bent rosebushes under sheeting rain; bloody knuckles and a cracked mirror, his own broken reflection staring back at him—


A horn blares from deep in the city and chases the memories back to their cage. The bosun, Muhab, meets them at the bridge to the Lion’s Prize and orders his sailors to bring the horses across. Taha leaves Aesif and follows Reza to the deck. It’s been adjusted to accommodate the beasts, crude fences having been lashed to the rails and masts to create provisional stalls, and hay and jars of water stacked in the recess under the gangway.


“Join us in the captain’s cabin,” Atheer tells them before going up the steps.


His civility is vexing. Several times today, Taha wished for Atheer to lash out at him and prove he’s not the warrior Taha admired for years. He’s not the generous mentor who became a friend; he’s a reckless zealot who’ll charge through anyone daring to challenge his ideology, if he can’t convince them with his veneer of decency first. 


Taha and Reza go up to the captain’s cabin after Imani, Muhab, Farida, and the quartermaster, Makeen. Small and tired, the cabin at least smells nicely of the sea and faded frankincense.


“What are they doing here?” Amira scowls at Taha and Reza from beside the desk.


“We must all work together,” Atheer replies, closing the door. 


Briefly, Taha’s eyes meet Qayn’s, though he didn’t hear the djinni enter the cabin. He’s convinced that he’s never feared Qayn, but a shiver traces his shoulders regardless.


“They don’t want to work together,” Amira protests shrilly. “They want to kill us!”


“King Glaedric wants to kill us. His men are marching south to the Sahir.” Atheer gently seats her in a chair by the scratched desk littered with scrolls, seafaring instruments, and a lifelike lion carved from wood.


Amira’s chin wobbles. “Already?”


“Unfortunately.” Atheer goes to the curved window in the alcove behind the desk and peers out. “I suspect that Glaedric fears losing the element of surprise if we get a chance to alert the Council to the invasion.”


“Glaedric is doomed to fail,” says Taha. “Every path across the Swallowing Sands is narrow. It’ll take him at least several days to move his soldiers across through a single column three bodies wide. And that doesn’t factor in supplies.”


Atheer studies the ships moored out on the bay, their shapes fading in the growing dark. “Glaedric knows every path that I know through the Swallowing Sands, and he has my map of the Sahir. He can get into and around our land faster than you think.”


Taha stares, aghast, at the man he once hoped might convince his father that not everyone from a powerful clan is untrustworthy. Even the word traitor feels insufficient.


“We must warn the Council immediately,” says Amira. “No army can outpace a messenger falcon.”


“It’s too risky,” says Atheer. “Glaedric is already putting measures in place to stop messenger falcons from flying south.” 


“Then get us back to the Swallowing Sands,” says Taha. “Once we cross into the Sahir, I can send Sinan ahead to Qalia with a warning. The Council need as much time as we can give them to prepare their defense.”


“We mustn’t encourage them to fight Glaedric,” says Atheer, still gazing out the window. “He seized my caches of misra.”


Their people’s sacred Spice. Made from the bark of the ancient misra tree growing in Qalia’s Sanctuary, the Spice grants temporary magical ability to anyone who consumes it in tea. And now, after being a secret to everyone but their people for a thousand years, it’s in the invader’s hands.


“How much misra?” Taha asks gravely.


“Enough to be a problem. Glaedric has magic, and his army in Alqibah outnumbers our forces ten to one. Abroad?”


“A million strong,” Farida supplies. “Your warriors are better trained in magic, but Glaedric has the numbers to overwhelm them.”


“And once Glaedric has dealt with them, there’ll be nothing left to stand between him and the misra tree,” says Atheer.


“Are you forgetting Qalia’s walls?” Taha approaches the desk. “We’ll warn the Council to prepare for a siege: gather resources and order everyone from outlying settlements to retreat inside Qalia. The walls will protect them, and the magic of the misra tree will sustain them.”


“For a short while,” Atheer says quietly.


Taha furrows his brow. “No city in Alqibah has walls that rival the height and width of Qalia’s. They can’t be breached without siege engines—trebuchets or at the very least catapults, and a significant number of them—which Glaedric has to either transport finished across the Swallowing Sands or assemble in the Sahir. Neither option is easy or fast.”


Atheer finally turns from the window. The leaping lantern light exposes the harsh ridges of his skull straining through his skin, the dark hollows where his eyes should be. “Do you know what Glaedric said when I warned him that he would never breach Qalia’s walls?” he asks. “ ‘I don’t need to topple Qalia’s walls. I only need to topple the people who hide within them.’ You don’t understand this man yet, Taha, his wealth, his influence, and, most important, his ambition. There is no defense that can meet Glaedric’s threat.”


“Then you’ve ruined us with your treason,” Taha says in disbelief. “No defense and no attack? Nothing to do but to wait for death, is that it?”


“Watch your mouth,” says Farida, glaring down her nose at him. “What you call treason was Atheer helping us in our time of need. It was an act of humanity that your Council refused.”


“Do you feel ‘helped’?” he asks her. “Or is this more of the same? Worse. Much worse if Glaedric takes the misra tree and has its magic at his disposal. Then you’ll know the true meaning of oppression, and your regret over your blunders will haunt you for the few short years you have left. Make no mistake, Captain. King Glaedric in possession of the misra tree is the end of everything.”


“Only if you do nothing.” Qayn surfaces from the shadows in the corner, fingers interlinked. Taha instinctively tenses. It takes everything he has not to lay hands on the djinni. He couldn’t kill Qayn with his fists alone—he’d need the steel of a sword for that—but he’d be satisfied to break something in the slight body that Qayn presents as his own.


“Is there a reason you’re still here, devil?” Taha asks.


“The same reason you are, boy: I’ve not yet outlived my usefulness.” Qayn gives him an infuriatingly attractive smirk. “Tell me, Taha, what would you say if I promised that I could save the Sahir and Alqibah from King Glaedric?”


“I’d say you’re doing what your kind does best.”


“Lying?” Qayn chuckles. “Fortunately for you, I am being very honest. You see, a long time ago, a cunning thief stole my magic and hid it from me—”


“Oh.” Taha cuts him off, grinning meanly. “That explains why you’re so useless.”


“For now. But if you help me find my magic, I will gladly repay the favor by summoning an army for you to fight King Glaedric.”


Taha’s grin evaporates. Muhab, Makeen, and Amira murmur in shock, and Farida turns to Atheer, saying, “This is the plan you mentioned before you were arrested.”


“Hold on.” Taha turns to Atheer too. “Imani made it seem like you were barely friends with Qayn, but you’ve actually been working together on this? How could you have been so deceived, Atheer? Magic of this scale isn’t possible for a djinni.”


Qayn dons a withering sneer, crossing his slender arms. “And you know this because you’ve interrogated every type of djinni during your short, dreary existence, have you?”


Taha sighs. “Really, Qayn? You’re implying that you’re an ifrit?”


“Am I?” Qayn replies, smirking again.


He’s trying to. Though little is known about ifrit, the consensus is that they’re flying monsters made of black smoke with fire for hair and are rumored to be capable of unbelievable magical feats—cleaving mountains, ending drought, raising the sun during the night. But the scant accounts of Sahirans’ encounters with ifrit date back to before Shields existed. Most modern scholars classify them as myths, with only a handful positing that they were real monsters now extinct in the Sahir.


“Well, are you? An ifrit?” Amira asks, nervously tapping her pointed slipper.


“No, he isn’t,” Taha says, exasperated. “Ifrit don’t exist, and neither does Qayn’s ability to conjure us an army. I can’t believe we’re using the little time we have left to protect our people discussing this charlatan’s lies instead.”


“Careful, Taha,” Qayn drawls. “Hasty decisions hasten ruin.”


Taha glares at him. “Clever. But I know your true nature, devil. Even with that pretty face and silver tongue, you can’t deceive me.”


Groaning, Qayn rolls his eyes. “Aren’t you dull! At least consider my offer. My magic takes the form of three jewels. Find and return them to me—”


“I thought you said your magic was your crown,” Imani interrupts. 


“I access my magic through my crown,” Qayn clarifies. “Once the jewels are mine again, I will reforge it.”


Amira leaves her chair in a flutter of peach silk, addressing Imani with a deep frown. “I wasn’t aware that djinn relied on external sources for their magic. I thought it was innate.”


“Not for all of them.” Taha scoffs. “Inferior djinn don’t possess any magic of their own. They have to steal scraps of it from their kin and contain it within talismans because their weak constitutions can’t tolerate using magic directly. Isn’t that right, Qayn?” 


If the underworld possessed eyes, they would be Qayn’s, as spiteful as thwarted Death. They don’t even blink when Imani raises her voice to defend him.


“Stop playing dumb, Taha,” she says before turning to Amira. “A talisman of stolen magic is just one kind of external source, and the word external itself is misleading. Magic can manifest in an implement yet still have originated from the monster, and it has nothing to do with the monster’s strength. Matriarchs of werehyena clans are especially powerful, and they wield staves containing their own magic.”


That, Taha knows. A matriarch almost killed him last year, and he breaks out in a cold sweat just thinking about it. The planks start to drum under his boots, as the fractured stone of the ruins did; the rotting stink of the loping werehyenas fills the cabin; so too do their snarls, laughter, and twisted pleas. He had scouted the crumbling ruins ahead of his squad in search of the matriarch, a towering, sinewy, yellow-eyed monster too human to be beast, too beastly to be the human she once was. But by the time he found her, Taha had run out of arrows, and she had him cornered. He remembers most vividly the glow of her bone-staff as she tried to join his soul to her clan. The actual rending of his soul was agony; he screamed at every severed seam, at every happy memory sucked away and trapped inside the mysterious crystal fixed into her staff.


It was Spirits’ luck that Reza showed up and used his magic to bury the matriarch under a pile of stone. The blinding light snuffed; the seams mended, and the memories settled back in place. At least, they were supposed to. But that evening back at camp, Taha couldn’t sleep. He didn’t feel like himself, and he couldn’t decide whether the matriarch had succeeded in stealing something from him, or if she’d simply alerted him that something was already missing. . . . 


“Just because we haven’t documented the use of an implement in a djinni doesn’t necessarily mean it can’t happen, nor does relying on a magical implement have any bearing on the degree of a monster’s power.” Imani’s matter-of-fact voice draws him back to the present.


Amira is still frowning. “Fine, but why is Qayn’s magical implement a crown?”


“I was a king.” Qayn smiles. “Your sister didn’t tell you? I ruled the First City in what you now call the Vale of Bones. I built the First City.”


“Each lie is more ridiculous than the last,” Reza mutters from the corner.


Amira goes cross-eyed staring at Qayn. “You built . . . But . . . That was a thousand years ago.”


“I am rather long-lived.”


“And Hubaal the Terrible—”


Her mention of the monstrous giant that almost killed their group, and that devastated the Vale of Bones and slaughtered the tribes who lived there a millennium ago, elicits no unease in Qayn.


“Mine to command, and I commanded Hubaal to let us pass from the First City,” he says.


Taha can’t endure this farce any longer. “Tell me,” he growls, roughly dragging Qayn over by the arm, “did you also command Hubaal to aid the Desert’s Bane?”


The most destructive monster to have ever threatened the Sahir. It was the Desert’s Bane who urged Hubaal to rampage through the Vale as part of the Bane’s campaign of terror against the Sahir. And if the Great Spirit hadn’t gifted Taha’s people the magic of the misra tree to defeat the Bane, it would’ve destroyed them before turning its aggression on the world.


“No, I did not.” Qayn blows away a lock of black hair that dangled over his eye. “But I regrettably permitted it.”


Taha yanks the djinni close. “Then you’re an even greater enemy to our people than I first thought.”


“Let him go, Taha,” says Imani, practically leaping off the wall. 


He looks up at her. “How could you bind one of the Bane’s allies to your dagger and seek his service?”


Her face reddens. “Qayn was not an ally.”


“No? According to him, he let Hubaal rampage through the Vale.”


“A rash act of revenge.” Qayn peers up at Taha coolly. “The thief who stole my magic was the same person for whom I built the First City as a gift. Her name was Nahla. One of your kind.”


“Ohhh.” Taha raises his brows. “So I was right. The beast has an appetite for human females.”


Imani flits a nervous glance at Qayn. Resentment twists Taha’s guts; self-loathing mocks him. See? it whispers. She never truly wanted you. Even a monster appeals to her more than a poor man of no repute.


Qayn laughs low and deep in his chest. “Or is it that they have an appetite for me? You know, Taha, I’d happily furnish you with advice on how to win a woman’s favor if you want.” His smirk widens. “You do seem woefully inexperienced.”


Taha crushes the djinni’s arm, leaning over him. “How about I rip that silver tongue out and spare us more of your lies and empty promises? Then you’ll truly be powerless.”


Ill will simmers in Qayn’s black gaze, his sharp smirk twitching.


“Release him, Taha. I won’t ask twice.” Atheer palms a knife on the captain’s desk to illustrate his meaning, and Taha finally understands who, not what, Atheer is devoted to.


He opens his fist. Qayn saunters to safety behind the desk, straightening the creases from his black tunic as he goes.


Satisfied, Atheer pulls his hand off the knife. “Let’s get back on topic.”


“Gladly,” Imani mutters. “Nahla robbed Qayn of his fortune, and to stop him seeking its return, she stole his magic too.”


“Must have been quite the fortune,” says Amira, watching Qayn unfurl a map of Alqibah across the desk.


“Wealth of the kind you could not imagine.” He taps a spot on the map. “Some time ago, I sensed my magic in this region, north of Brooma.”


“But your magic was stolen during the period of the Desert’s Bane,” she says. “Why has it taken you so long to locate it?”


“A better question is why didn’t you just steal some more magic from other djinn and create a new talisman?” Taha interjects. “You had plenty of time to do it.” 


“My crown isn’t a talisman,” Qayn snarls, not looking up from the map, “and I am no thief.” He sits silently for a moment, as if waiting to regain his composure. Then he begins tracing a band of dunes to the south. “Once I decided to search for my crown in Alqibah, I discovered that a protective enchantment had been cast over the Swallowing Sands that prevented me and every other so-called monster from leaving the Sahir. I was imprisoned.”


“Then how did you . . .” Amira drifts off, glancing at her brother. The answer occurs to Taha too: Qayn must’ve been bound to Atheer before he was bound to Imani’s dagger. There’s no other way but with Atheer’s help that Qayn could’ve defied the enchantment to cross the Sands, reach Alqibah, and sense his stolen magic. The roots of this scheme run deep.


“Hmm.” Amira stops at the desk, studying Qayn rather than the map. “And if the thief, Nahla, wanted to keep your magic from you, why did she go to the trouble of hiding the jewels? Why not destroy them instead?”


“I think that’s enough questions for now, Amira,” says Atheer, quiet but stern.


“I’m only curious,” she says defensively.


“No harm in it.” Qayn levels a calm gaze at her. “The jewels cannot be destroyed by one of your kind, only pulled from the crown and rendered useless.”


“Oh. Does that mean a person could use your crown?” she asks. 


Qayn’s hollow smile would be more convincing if he had painted it on. “If they were so inclined, but as with using a monster’s talisman or magical implement, doing so marks one for death. That’s aside from the very unpleasant physical effects that come first. But if none of that turns you away, entertain the temptation, certainly. Just know that only I have the power to reforge the crown.” 


He looks at Atheer, who nods and says, “We need to discuss the particulars of the plan—”


“Not so fast,” Taha cuts in. “Are you mad? Qayn is a malevolent being from the time of the Desert’s Bane. We shouldn’t be helping him do anything.”


Atheer sighs. “Qayn is our trusted ally, and we need his help whether you like it or not.”


“He can’t help us. Imani”—Taha catches her eye—“destroy Qayn as you promised me you would. Do it for our people. It’s your sworn Shield duty.”


“I know my Shield duty,” she snaps, looking away again.


“Then see it through! Qayn is deceiving you about his power, all of you! He can’t conjure you an army! The moment his magic is returned, he’ll abandon this cause.”


“You’re wrong,” says Atheer. “Qayn has been committed to defeating the Harrowland Empire since the beginning of our friendship.”


Taha has an unsettling thought. “When was the beginning of your friendship? Before or after you began stealing misra?”


Atheer is suddenly tight-lipped. Taha edges closer to him. “Was it Qayn’s idea to smuggle our magic to the people here? It must’ve been. This was his plan all along, to use the Harrowland Empire as a means to an end. Don’t you see it, Atheer? He’s promising to save us from the very problem that he created if we find his magic, and he’s lying.”


“Tell us, Taha, did Qayn create the Harrowland Empire?” Imani asks in a tone of derision. “Did he bring King Glaedric down the Spice Road? Did he encourage your father to deny aid to Alqibah?”


“No, but he is taking advantage of the situation.” Taha sighs. This is pointless; he may as well be speaking a different language.


“It’s exceptionally impolite to discuss someone as if they’re not in the same room as you,” says Qayn, replacing the compass he was examining on the desk. “My word is my bond, Taha, and I have never gone back on it. Find me my magic and you will have your army. Or don’t, and prepare for—how did you phrase it?—‘the end of everything.’ ” He smirks, tilting his head to view Taha at a new, more amusing angle. “You have no reason to fear me. I’m monstrous only to my enemies.”


“Horseshit,” Taha mutters, pacing to the cabin door.


“We have only a short time to act,” Atheer says to him. “We make for Brooma at first light. It won’t be as busy as Bashtal, and it’s closer to both our destinations. We’ll get you near enough to the Sands for you to send Sinan across with a warning to Qalia. Once he’s safely in the Sahir, we can begin our search for Qayn’s magic.”


Taha stops in his tracks. “Sinan can’t go alone. If something happens to him, Reza and I have to be there to deliver the warning to Qalia ourselves.”


“It’s highly unlikely that something will happen to him, and if you go with him, you’ll be trapped in the Sahir once the Harrowlanders cross over.” Atheer makes a show of pushing away the knife on the desk. “But if you stay here to help in our search, well . . . many hands make light work.”


Taha’s lips part. This whole discussion feels like something out of a bizarre dream. “Atheer, is this truly about saving the Sahir and Alqibah?” he asks. “Or has the djinni charmed your mind and made you a servant to his selfish cause?”


“I take that as your refusal to help us in our quest,” Atheer replies.


Taha makes his own show of cracking his knuckles. “That’s right. Now speak plainly: Do you intend to keep us as your prisoners while you wander off on your fool’s errand, or will you let us return home?”


There’s no mistaking the threat, but Atheer’s manner is easy. “Once we reach Brooma, your weapons, horses, and belongings will be returned to both of you and you’ll be free to leave for Qalia. I hope you’ll reconsider before then, for your own welfare and the good of us all.”


“If only you’d thought of our welfare before you revealed our magic.” Reza storms out of the cabin.


Atheer’s temple pulses. “Very well. The meeting is concluded.”


Unkind words mass on Taha’s tongue, but after the arduous journey here, the mental and emotional preparation required to accept the task of executing Atheer, he lacks the wrath to utter them. For years, Atheer risked his life battling monsters across the Sahir, only to succumb to the influence of the feeblest monster that has ever existed: Qayn. It’s an end unbefitting a great warrior, and Taha must admit, at least to himself, that it saddens him deeply.


Taha leaves the stuffy cabin. Night has fallen now, and he’s cloaked in it as he descends the gangway, lost in that abyss between lanterns that goes on so long, he begins to wonder if the light will ever return.










Chapter 3


IMANI


We sail the Azurite River by day and shelter in its inlets by night. On the morning of the third day, Farida announces our approach to Brooma, and Atheer interrupts my breakfast with Amira for help preparing a tea ceremony.


“Our real mission is about to begin,” he says, holding out a tray of ceremonial tools. “The Sahir and Alqibah depend on what we do next. If magic is our only way through an obstacle, we use it.”


I take the tray, placing my pouch of misra on it. We part at the shelter under the gangway; he goes to boil a pot of water on the open-top stove, and I continue to the captain’s cabin and edge the tray onto the corner of Farida’s cluttered desk. The curtains on the window are parted, giving me full view of the river upon which everything and everyone here seems to rely. Over the last few days, I’ve seen shepherds bring their flocks of thirsty cattle to its banks, locals fill jars and carry them away on their heads, and trading caravans replenish their camels while the riders peel away their scarves to splash cool water over their faces. On the choppy waters in our wake, local fishers push off in boats and cast tangles of nets; a young woman leaves a basket on some rocks and dives below the surface, presumably in search of pearls and prizes. All manner of vessels flow along the river: boats loaded with fresh produce; a big-bellied merchant dhow, marked as a spice trader by its red flag; a few small feluccas, made tall by their white sails, ferrying wealthy Harrowlanders reclined on cushions on deck. But the most numerous vessels are the long barges sailing parallel to us, manned by dour Empire soldiers transporting mysterious-shaped cargo under brown canvas.


I do my best to ignore them while I prepare the ceremony. Clearing the clutter, I place a brass teapot in the center of the desk, with a collection of variously sized brass spoons. I give thanks to the Great Spirit as I remove a glimmering strip of misra bark from the pouch and tuck it into a lightweight brass mortar alongside its matching pestle. The ceremonial set was a gift to Atheer from Auntie Aziza on his initiation into the Order of Sorcerers; it’s a reminder now of an uncomfortable accusation that Taha leveled against my family.


Atheer enters the cabin, startling me from my thoughts. I compose myself and separate two teacups from the stack.


“We need two more, for Taha and Reza,” he says, placing the lidless pot of boiled water on the desk. He doesn’t give me time to protest. “They may disagree with our approach, Imani, but a warning must reach the Council, and they’re the ones to make sure it does.”


Irritated, I pluck two more cups from the stack. “You know, Taha said there were rumors about Auntie. That she knew you were stealing misra from the Sanctuary and she looked the other way, or even helped you get it out.”


“Would it upset you if I said that she did help me?”


I shrug, examining the cups. I’d rather look at them than Atheer.


“You’re conflicted,” he says. “You think it was an abuse of her position as Master of the Misra.”


“Did she manipulate the reports of how much misra was missing?” I ask.


“She underreported, yes, to protect me,” he says.


I shut my eyes. Taha, Reza, and Fey were right. I indignantly disputed their accusations; I accused them of defaming our clan and hurled thoughtless insults. And they were right.


“In your heart, you know it was the just thing to do,” says Atheer.


“Was it?” I ask. “The people of Alqibah need our help, but to deceive our own people to achieve that—wasn’t there some other way?”


“What other way?” he asks, filling the teapot with water. “I told the Council about what I’d seen here and argued my case until I was hoarse. Nothing changed. It was Qayn who showed me that I could still do something, and when Auntie found out, she offered to help me, because she believes that we can use our magic to help people outside the Sahir and still protect it as the Great Spirit commanded us.” He considers me curiously. “Why does this bother you so much?”


“You decided to do something that impacted everyone at home without consulting anyone but yourself.”


“I consulted the Council several times,” he says. “I begged them to intervene—at the very least, send essential supplies, medicines, anything. I was rejected, over and over and over again.”


I sigh. “I understand, Atheer. It was an impossible position the Council put you in. But did you ever fear you were making a mistake?”


“Always,” he says seriously. “But being afraid to make mistakes is petrifying. If you obey that fear, you never get anything done. Like Baba says, Move your stone—”


“—or forfeit the board,” I finish. It’s one of Baba’s many surprisingly wise maxims, uttered during heated matches of Table in the gardens near home.


Atheer smiles. “That’s it. And once you’ve decided to move your stone, stop worrying about the other moves that you could’ve made. Focus on what you’ll do now to win with the stones and squares you have left, right?” He takes the lidless pot with him to the door. “I’ll go get Taha and Reza.”


“There’s something else I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I blurt out, even though I never consciously decided to raise this subject with him. But it’s too late to turn back now. “Was it true what you said about Taha . . . that he was his father’s assassin?”


Atheer stops out of the sunlight’s reach. “Yes. He was sent after certain powerful individuals who were opposed to Bayek becoming Grand Zahim and were pressuring to have the Elders’ decision reversed.”


I think back on the turbulent events surrounding Bayek’s election and recall his most outspoken critics, now dead. “The merchant Farhat of the Azhar clan—”


“Sayf of the Hadid, and Nasir of the Gallib.” Atheer nods. “Taha was responsible for all three.”


My stomach turns. “But Nasir was very old. His heart failed him.”


“He was poisoned.”


“Farhat fell to his death—”


“He was pushed. And Sayf and his carriage drivers weren’t robbed and killed by a gang of marauders on the way to Sayf’s gold quarry. They were set upon by a boy who staged the scene to conceal the true motive.”


“Great Spirit,” I whisper. “How do you know this?”


“I ran into Taha late one evening in the barracks. He was training alone at the archery range by torchlight. We were already friends by then, so we spoke a while and then he asked if I’d join him at a shisha lounge. I accepted.”


My face contorts. “Why would you?”


“It seemed like he didn’t want to be alone.” Atheer pauses to consider my expression. “It was just a nice thing to do, Imani.”


I cross my arms over my racing heart. “And then?”


Atheer sighs. “He took us to this place in Baraket. We ended up smoking hashish, too much of it, and he volunteered the truth to me. He was shaken by what he’d done; he kept saying that his reflection in the mirror has never been the same since the killings. It must’ve become an unbearable secret to keep, and I was there, his secret friend. Probably the only friend he had left outside his father’s control.” Atheer shrugs. “The next time we saw each other, I didn’t mention his confession, and neither did he. I suppose he hoped I didn’t remember any of it.”


“And you didn’t alert anybody.”


“No. I kept the secret as a friend would.” Atheer’s sad gaze drifts to the window and the water frothing at our stern. “Do you know who Bayek’s first victim was, Imani? His eldest son. Taha doesn’t realize it yet, but it was his life consumed first by his father’s rage.”


I shake my head, desperate to stop this ache that’s building up inside of me. “No, I think it’s time we accepted that Taha agrees with his father’s beliefs.”


“That doesn’t mean he wants to kill for them.”


“Yet he did,” I hiss, rounding the desk. “And he tried with you! He almost buried me alive in the prison in Taeel-Sa! If Taha had any moral fiber in his body, he would’ve refused his father’s orders.”


“Even if he disagreed with them, someone in his situation can’t simply refuse.” 


“What situation?” I demand hotly. “Being a popular Shield? The son of the Grand Zahim? I think the matter is simple, Atheer, and we’d do ourselves a great service by facing the truth.”


“The truth . . . the truth is the thorn.” Atheer sounds tired now, and that angers me. I’m tired too, I want to say, tired of this new existence where I’m left hanging on the complex spider’s web I was sprung onto without my consent and told to navigate if I want to survive. Before all of these troubles, things were straightforward. I knew what I was doing, who I was and what I believed in. Now my world is as clear as mud.


Atheer’s gaze regains its sharpness. “I want you to remember something as we venture into this war, Imani. It’s easier to dismiss those who hurt us as being senselessly evil than it is to accept that all our actions are trees, and all trees stem from roots, and all roots stem from seeds. No living being in any land develops in total isolation.” He goes to the door. “I’ll get Taha and Reza.”


I don’t cry until he’s closed the door behind him, and I despise every tear. I should know better by now that feeling anything for Taha beyond hatred is dangerous. So I dry my tears and recount in my head every cruel thing he ever said and did to me. I stoke the fires of my fury right until the cabin door opens again, and the young man who set my heart alight stands in the frame.


Atheer prefaces our tea ceremony with a lecture on the risks of developing magical obsession if we are continuously exposed to misra. I don’t listen closely; I have to concentrate on ignoring Taha. Every time I look at him, I see him stitching my wound in the First City while my heart fluttered like a songbird. I see him pointing an arrow down at me from behind the railing of the Lion’s Prize, lamenting my refusal to go compliantly into the dark. I imagine him murdering Sayf of the Hadid with the same hands that held me, and I feel torn up inside.


At the end of his lecture, Atheer grinds the bark into Spice and scoops it into the teapot. The cabin blooms with magic, and I’m relieved that the scent is no longer bitter, as it was while my brother was missing. This magic is hot, earthen, and bold.


While the tea steeps, I follow tradition and meditate on the Great Spirit’s gift of magic. The misra tree was granted to the Sahiran people a millennium ago to help us fight the Great Spirit’s archenemy, the Desert’s Bane, a monster with no counterpart from any other time in history. After we defeated the Bane, we were permitted to keep the misra tree as a reward for our sacrifices, so long as we promised to use it to protect the sacred Sahir from monsters and outsiders. At least, that’s what the accounts that Taha staunchly believes in tell us, but I don’t know if I trust them anymore. Perhaps there was truth in what Qayn said to me back in the First City: Your mother knows falsehoods, so you know falsehoods.


Atheer pours the hot tea and brings the tray around the cabin. The misra is vigorous and full-bodied, and as we pack up the cabin after the ceremony, magic blazes in my veins. It’s just in time too. The bell on the mainmast tolls to signal our final approach to Brooma, and Atheer unlocks a wooden trunk at the foot of the captain’s bed. Inside are two bags, a tangle of leather armor, and the same weapons that were used against us only days ago: swords, daggers, and Taha’s bow and quiver.










Chapter 4


TAHA


 “Don’t don your gear until we’re outside the city’s bounds,” says Atheer, going to the cabin door. “Do you have the warning for the Council?”


Taha holds up the scroll he inked by candlelight yesterday. 


Atheer nods. “The Great Spirit willing, it’ll reach the Council in a few days.”


Taha tucks the scroll into his sirwal pocket, clearing his throat. “You need to come back with us. Do your Shield duty and help us protect our home from these monsters.”


Atheer pauses in the doorway, thoughtful. “All defenses fail, Taha. You know the parable: ‘Only the shield served by the sword does not shatter.’ Qayn is our sword. Finding and restoring his magic is what will protect our home. I wish you would trust me on this.”


When Taha says nothing, Atheer leaves, taking Imani with him.


For a while, Taha and Reza check their belongings in silence. Suddenly Reza gasps and pulls a scroll from the bottom of his bag.


“Oh, man, do you remember this?”


He crosses the cabin, giggling and holding up the unfurled scroll. Taha grins, recognizing the comical sketches scribbled on it. There’s a donkey dressed in robes lecturing a hall of bewildered students; and a frightened ghoul, djinni, and werehyena hiding inside a farmstead from maniacal caricatures of Taha and Reza leering through the window. Reza used to draw the pictures when their squad made camp for the night and there was nothing else to do. Their squadmates would turn in, but Taha, Reza, and later Fey would stay up, snickering over the scroll as Reza illustrated his imaginary characters in outlandish scenarios, narrating the stories as he went. Now he comes to stand beside Taha so that they can both examine the sketches.


“I almost forgot about ‘The Tale of the Donkey Scholar,’ ” says Taha, laughing at the erudite donkey in academic garb. “I think it’s your best work.”


Reza’s chuckle falters. “It was Fey’s favorite. Nothing made her laugh more.” He drifts back to his bag, furling the scroll.


Taha follows him. “We’ll come back here and find her, Reza. I promise.” He squeezes his cousin’s shoulder, but Reza only nods at that.


By the time they finish saddling their horses on deck, the Azurite River is pouring into a wide bay shrouded in slow-moving mist, from which arises the incessant bellow of horns. Anchored ships, many of them warships, momentarily appear deep in the harbor only to vanish behind the mist again. Brooma’s long wharf materializes soon after, busy with stevedores, clerks, and Harrowlander soldiers attending to the army barges taking up the majority of the berths. 


The Lion’s Prize lands without incident, and the crew begins transporting the horses to the sunbaked pier. Farida meets a brown-skinned clerk, who’s waiting for her in a basil-green vest over a thin beige tunic that reaches the knees of his fitted brown sirwal. Since Brooma is a major city, Taha expects its skies to be dotted with messenger falcons, but Glaedric’s measures have ensured they’re ominously vacant, and Taha decides that it’ll be safer for Sinan if he manually carries the falcon. While their group waits out of sight under the gangway for Farida to finish with the clerk, Taha puts on his leather falconry gauntlet, though much of the time is spent sneaking glances at Imani in her pale-blue belted tunic, over which she’s slung a sea-colored cloak with a fish-shaped silver clasp. But Taha can’t look at her for too long before the frustrating embers of desire flicker to life. He’s spent years avoiding Imani, unwilling to make the first attempt at acquaintance solely because she and everyone else expected it. When he had to say something about her in front of others, he made sly mockery or pretended he didn’t know who she was at all—something he hoped would infuriate her if she ever noticed it. But this might be the last time he ever sees her again, brazenly beautiful in the light, and still so much of what he really thinks of her remains unsaid.


The clerk burdens Farida with a stack of papers and finally leaves, allowing them to disembark from the Prize in private. She tucks the wadded papers into her pocket and ruefully limps back to Atheer.


“I wish we could spend more time together, habibi, but I have forms to lodge and dues to pay and it’s not wise for you to wait.” They embrace, sharing a lingering kiss. “Remind me, did I ever mention Maysoon to you?” Farida asks when they part.


“Wasn’t she a good friend of your father’s?” Atheer replies. “In the same ‘business.’ You called her . . . the Whisperer.”


Farida nods. “Works alone, trades in valuable information. The crew and I will stay in her teahouse while you go north. If you need to find us here, check Maysoon’s, not far from the eastern correspondence tower. Ask any of the waiters to have your tea leaves read by Yara, Maysoon’s wife; they’ll let you into the private space upstairs.”


She and Atheer hug again, trading kisses and well-wishes, and the captain finally turns to Reza and Taha, who is holding Sinan on his forearm.


“I hope you two receive what you’ve earned, in as violent a fashion as the gods deem fair, but only after you warn your people that they’re in danger.”


Reza taps a finger to his brow in salute. “Good fortunes to you too, Captain.”


She leaves them with a cold smile.


A group of sailors led by Makeen heads down the pier first, escorting the horses toward the maze of stalls of an outdoor souq situated behind the wharf. Taha notices that similar decorations to those in Taeel-Sa have been put up here too. Brown-and-maroon bunting flutter over the shoppers, and lampposts have been wrapped in green cords embroidered with white fabric flowers. Not even the defaced bronze statue of Brooma’s former warlord, Al-Deeb, has escaped festooning. Set atop a tall stone pedestal overlooking the wharf, the statue would’ve once made for an intimidating greeting to visitors of Brooma; now Al-Deeb looks cheerfully foolish in an antlered headband, vines, and floral wreaths.


“You there, make way!”


Taha halts in the middle of the street, Sinan sharply turning his head in the direction of a sweaty Harrowlander official in a pink silk robe. The man rushes their group from the right, flapping his arms. “Yes, I meant you! Stand back!”


They retreat from the official’s path, Atheer taking Amira’s hand. Behind the man marches a line of soldiers bearing crates in the direction of a nearby warehouse. Taha traces the procession back across the wharf to an Empire barge berthed many piers over from the Prize.


“Long line,” Reza remarks.


Too long, Taha thinks. None of the soldiers would recognize him—the only Harrowlanders who saw his face the night of the sinking are shark food now—but he still doesn’t like the idea of standing here without his weapons, waiting for someone to take an interest in him or the unusually large falcon perched on his forearm. He peers between the soldiers at Makeen and the sailors waiting with their horses on the opposite side of the street near the entrance to the souq. After a short nod of approval from Atheer, Makeen ushers the crew into the market.


“They know where to meet us,” Atheer reassures his sisters.


“If we ever get past,” Imani mutters.


Taha glances at her, stubborn desire rousing in him again. Should he admit his feelings to her before they part ways today? He doubts there’d be any point. When Imani said in the prison that she wanted him to like her, it wasn’t that she wanted Taha to like her specifically. She wants everyone to like her, as she believes she deserves. She won’t ever reciprocate his feelings, not least because of what he did to her. Anyway, how could he admit his feelings to her if he can’t even articulate them to himself?


Taha doesn’t know, and now he’s distracted by her frowning at something on their right: a redheaded Harrowlander woman in her early twenties, wearing a brown belted dress with sweeping lace-trimmed sleeves. She’s surrounded by a slew of soldiers, though it takes Taha a moment to work out why she’s several heads taller than them. She’s standing on a large crate outside the harbormaster’s office, surveying the wharf through a golden spyglass. A Harrowlander official hovers close by, quill darting across the pages of a leatherbound notebook. Watching on beside him is a burly, bearded Brooman in a green turban adorned with a symbol wrought in silver, impossible to make out under the glinting sun, though judging by the stevedores waiting around him, he’s likely the harbormaster.


The woman finishes glassing the arriving Empire barges, says something to her official, and then peers at the soldiers carrying cargo past Taha and the others. By the time Taha realizes who she resembles, Imani has said, “We need to find a way around right now,” and Atheer is looking at her too. The color leeches from his already washed-out face, and although Taha suspects the answer, he asks the question anyway: “Do you recognize that woman?”
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