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To Rachel, who dealt the worst game of


Settlers of Catan in the history of humankind.
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A Thousand Nights




i.


We know exactly how we came to these cold, hard mountains, and we remember everything that we have lost since we arrived here.


We were a proud kindred, once, taking what we wanted from the petty humans, and nesting on our ever-growing power. We were made strong in that desert heat, tempered by sand and blood and bones. We stretched out our hands and our will, and used that which we seized however we wished. We made bodies that could not be killed, and we began our slow domination of the world we inhabited. Then one of us rose too high, took too much, and was brought down.


The world is made safe by a woman.


She took the evil that she knew and bound it up with bright iron she had dreamed into existence. She found a place for evil to roost, far away from the people she loved. She made for evil a home where it would be weakened and starved, where the earth itself would be a poison to it. She did the very best she could.


And, for a while, that was enough. The mountains were not kind to us, as she knew when she sent us here to suffer. For generations of human life, we were too weak to leave them. We would not die, but we could no longer send out our spirits with the fiery vengeance we had carried before our defeat. We were beaten. Lowered. Angered. We hungered and we thirsted, and we lamented what we had lost in the hot desert sand. And we remembered every modicum of it.


The creatures she made to be our keepers hemmed us in, keeping us weak and struggling. Their iron horns and fiery breath caught us on the slopes without mercy, and their flames brought out new strength in the earth’s power over us. Their songs and laughter were torture to our ears. Even their little feet and little stingers made our unending lives a misery, turning the ground again and again to magic beyond our control.


But we endured.


Humans came to the mountains, to cross them at safe passes, seeking a pathway to the sea. The land on the other side was better, fertile enough for growing food and soft enough for cattle. First, villages sprouted up to mock us, prospering where we could not go; then, towns and trade routes; and finally, a kingdom in its own right. We knew that if we were to rise again, we would have to do it before they gained full mastery of the land they had claimed.


Our first attempts to leave the mountains were met with disaster. Time, perhaps, or hubris had dulled our sense of ourselves, and we were hopelessly overmatched. We were not yet strong enough to face a horde of human fighters, much less the creatures who jailed us. There was iron everywhere now, it seemed, plucked from our very prison and smelted into bright weapons, and even jewelry, that we could not abide. Our wounding was beyond the mortal measure of pain. We retreated. We regrouped. And, oh, we abhorred it.


From my hated sanctuary, I looked down upon that kingdom, and I knew that another way must be found. We could not take, as we once did. We could not force and pillage as we liked. I would not wheedle, and I would not beg; but I would ask, barter, and trick. I would find weakness, and I would push it until it cracked. They would give me what I wanted and think that they had bested me. I had only to outlive them, after all, as my kind did not die. And so I learned.


There are corners in the world that are too dark to see, and there are edges that are sharper than they appear, ready to snag the unwary. There are those who do not fear the things they should, and there are those who would bargain with the devil herself for the sake of their greed.


The world is made safe by a woman, yes, but it is a very big world.




ONE


THE LITTLE ROSE was only five years old when her parents ruined my mother and brought ruination to my own life. I can tell the story like I was there, though I wasn’t. Even if I had been, I had only six years to my life then, and my memory would likely fail me on the finer details. So it is better that I heard the story from others, others I trusted. That means I know the truth.


My mother told it to me, and the others who fled with her repeated it, and I learned it at their knees. By then, I was old enough to card the wool and spin the thread—I was my mother’s son, so my spinning was to be expected. When you spin, there isn’t much to do besides talk and listen, but at the time I needed to learn more before I could do my share of the talking. As a result, I was a very good listener. The words I heard were woven into my heart, and I wrapped myself up in the details I gleaned from them as I would a blanket: once my mother had been a proud woman, and a wealthy one, and then a spoiled little princess had ended it all.


The Little Rose was born in Kharuf to the king and queen of that land. It had been seven generations since the King Maker had split his country along the mountain seam, bequeathing half to each of his sons to avoid a civil war. In Qamih, prosperity was easy. The soil was fertile and the weather was fine for much of the year. The Maker Kings still ruled there, throne passing from father to son when they died. There was an unnatural blessing upon that land, for even when it should have gone ill for them, it did not. We in Kharuf might have a drought—heather withering on the slopes, while the sheep starved—but their fields were always well watered. We might have too much rain, and lose villages to mudslides, but their crops never faltered.


Even with such a neighbor to compare with, Kharuf was not always unpleasant. I do not recall much of my early years there, but my mother assured me that we were always well kept and cared for by the king. Ruling a smaller kingdom as he did, it was said that King Qasim knew all of his subjects by name. This was of course an exaggeration, but Qasim and his wife, Rasima, did well by their people, and their people loved them for it. The Maker Kings might live in a castle three times the size of theirs, and never fear that the game in their forests would run out, but in Kharuf we had a king who was not afraid to shear his own sheep, and a queen who could tend a flock as well as she could weave a tapestry.


The birth of the Little Rose, called Zahrah by her parents, did not change that, not at first. The Little Rose was a pretty child, my mother told me. She had the same dark skin as her parents, brown eyes, and a mouth that smiled before she had teeth. Her hair was the color of wheat in high summer, which was unusual but not unheard of. It was said that long ago, one of the Little Rose’s ancestresses had married a man who had pale skin and hair the color of rice cooked with saffron. Pale skin was not ever seen in the line again, unless someone fell ill and the color was unnatural, but every now and then, light hair reappeared. It was less a mark of kingship, though, than it was a reminder of where our people had once come from. No, in the Little Rose’s case, her kingship was assured by her parents’ careful stewardship of Kharuf—at least, it was until the day that the Little Rose turned five.


No one ever argued that the birthday party was less than magnificent, even afterward, when talk of the day was confined to hushed whispers of faded hope. At the time, the partygoers were thoroughly charmed. All I remember is that I was in bed with sheep pox and couldn’t attend, but my mother told me that the queen herself had made sure to send me a plate of sweetbreads, and a handkerchief she had embroidered with her own needle in an attempt to make up for it.


In the main gallery, where the castle people gathered to celebrate, it was a much merrier time. The subtle glow of the candles highlighted the gold thread and deep purple silks of the tapestries. The royal harpist played so perfectly in tune that the crystal goblets at every place setting sang with her as she plucked each note. And the food, the food was perfection beyond the sweetbreads I had been given, each succulent morsel resting in finely decorated vessels.


This was why Kharuf loved its king and queen so much. The Maker Kings sat at high tables and did not speak to any but the most important lords and merchants. They had fine glass and inlaid spoons to eat with, but the lower tables had only rough fare. They lorded their creations over each and every one: their roads and their harbors, the bright steel of their soldiers’ helmets. In Kharuf, what the king ate was eaten by all, and the cutlery in the queen’s hand was the same as that in the hand of the lowest scullion.


Qasim and Rasima had, as tradition dictated, invited each of the magical creatures that guarded humanity to the feast. Where a common shepherd might put out purple cloth and a few iron nails if they wished to attract the attention of our protectors, the king and queen had commissioned wrought-iron figures of each creature, paying the smiths quite handsomely, it must be said. They had placed each gift in a purple silk bag that the Little Rose had, with help from my mother, stitched herself.


Perhaps it was the care that they had put into the invitations, or perhaps the creatures themselves sensed that they might be needed at the party, but each of them came. This was not tradition. We might pay lip service to them, or see a fiery feather or bright flash flitting through the heather at night, but no one had laid eyes upon any of the guardians in decades. I was devastated for weeks afterward to have missed them, for I did not think I would ever see their like again. My mother described them to me, though, as lovingly as she could, even while her life was falling to shreds all around her.


The piskey and the sprite had been the most entertaining. Both of them fliers, but small enough not to cause alarm on the scale of the others, they had danced with one another in the air above the tables, the harpist providing accompaniment for their antics. The sprite swooped and dove, to the delight of the children, while the piskey shed fine gold dust behind her as she flew in stately circles.


The dragon arrived with an apology, of all things, as she was only a child herself, and was worried she would appear uncultured in so fine a court. Her mother, she explained, would be unable to fit inside the castle without breaking the roof, and so the younger, smaller dragons had cast lots to see who would get to attend. Rasima did an admirable job of keeping her face straight and welcomed the dragon with all the pomp and ceremony she would have given an elder statesman, before calling the steward to settle the great beast somewhere close to the main hearth.


My mother could never quite recall where the gnome had sat. Sometimes when she told me about her, the gnome stayed at the king’s knees, and whispered to him about which flocks should graze in which meadows. Sometimes, the gnome disappeared to the kitchen garden and sank her hands into the soil there. Sometimes my mother forgot the gnome entirely, which I would have thought unfair, except gnomes were shy, and far happier to repay any gift they received quietly and immediately before going on their way again.


The phoenix perched on the back of the unicorn, and the two did not eat, nor speak to anyone once they had greeted the king and queen. They took their place, unbidden, beside the princess, and the Little Rose stared at them, quite forgetting that she had gifts she was meant to be opening and food she was meant to eat. They had gifts of their own for her, of course—gifts that would ensure she grew to be a good and wise ruler—but they were not the sort of gifts a child could open, or even readily understand. Instead, they were gifts to her body and to her mind: discernment and resilience and grace and the like, each tailored with a ruling queen in mind.


And so the birthday celebration was a remarkable success, a wonder for all those in attendance, even for the small boy who was sick in bed and would only ever hear about it secondhand. If the feast had ended as well as it began, the stories would have been much shorter. My mother would not have been forced out of her home, I would not have lost all I cared about, and the kingdom of Kharuf would have continued its quiet march through history.


As it was, a demon came, and the march was not so quiet after that.




TWO


I ROLLED HARD ON THE DIRT, and would have come up spitting grass had we not trod it all to mud some hours ago. I had to use my fingers to scrape my teeth clean.


“Come on, Yashaa,” said Saoud. “You can do better than that.”


It was true, and we all knew it. Saoud hadn’t laid me out on the ground like that since I was twelve, and I’d been only just tall enough to carry a bow staff without tripping on it. With six more years of experience to my credit since then, I hit the ground only when I wished to, as part of a feint or as a way to lure my opponent past his center of balance.


“Get up.” Saoud waved his staff in front of my face. “Unless you yield, of course.”


I had no intention of yielding. Usually when Saoud and I sparred, we were evenly matched, but he had finished another growth spurt in the past few weeks and was still finding out where his arms and legs had ended up, and I was trying not to take advantage of it. Moreover, I had argued with my mother again, trading words until she could no longer speak for coughing, and that made me angry. I didn’t want to hurt Saoud like I had hurt her.


“I do not yield,” I said, bracing my weight on the staff to get to my knees, and then my feet.


“No mercy, Yashaa!” That was Arwa, cheering from the fence post. Her voice was still high with youth at eleven years of age, but hearing it always made me feel better. Tariq sat beside her, four years older and far more unsure of his seat upon the rails.


“Oh, please have mercy,” Saoud taunted, grinning so I would know he didn’t mean it. “Spare me, Yashaa, from your powerful blows and quick—”


That was as far as I let him get. I could have hit his staff aside and taken him at his knees, but that would not have been sporting. Instead, I tapped lightly on his left hand where it gripped the wood; well, as lightly as you can tap with a bow staff, which is to say: not very. He bellowed, of course, but he did drop back into guard, which gave him half a chance. It was still over very quickly.


“I’m glad we’re on the same side,” Saoud said, as I pulled him to his feet. “When it counts, I mean.”


It always counted, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. He knew it as well as I did, and if I said the words it would only remind him that his father, once our teacher, had left him here with us and gone off to do who knows what. And that my mother had probably been the one to drive him away. Instead we bowed, and I passed my bow staff to Arwa, who used it to balance herself on the fence rail; first standing, then walking, and finally spinning on one bare foot, the staff whirling in the other direction above her head. Tariq gripped the rail harder, as though his balance was transferable to her.


“That makes me so uncomfortable,” Saoud said, and I smiled.


Arwa had come with us from Kharuf, strapped to her mother’s back. Almost a year old, she should have learned to walk while we journeyed, but because of the steep slopes we climbed and the wagons on the roads we traveled, her mother had been afraid to set her down very often. She was held by everyone in the convoy at one point or another during our two years of travel, and by the time her feet finally touched the ground, we were all a little worried that she wouldn’t ever take to walking as she should. Technically, I suppose she didn’t. Now, she had no fear of heights, and could climb almost anything. Her balance was so perfect that Saoud’s father used to joke that she must have been crafted by a sword-master. I looked forward to facing her at her best in the sparring circle someday, once she had mastered the basic forms. It would certainly be an interesting match.


Tariq was less gifted, less sure of his physical strength. He excelled at strategy, though. Saoud’s father would tell us that Tariq might only strike one blow, but it would be the only one he needed. Tariq could hold his own, at least for a while, but his chief talents lay in other areas.


“Yashaa!” came a voice from our circle of tents. “Your mother wants you.”


Saoud grimaced, but I knew he wished he still had a parent to yell at him. Arwa threw me my staff, and laughed as I nearly dropped it. Saoud looked away as she jumped down from the fence, but he needn’t have bothered. She didn’t show off.


“I’ll come with you,” she said. “Your mother has my spindle.”


I nodded my head, and we headed back toward the tents. Tariq watched, ever keen-eyed, even if it was something he had seen a hundred times, while Saoud began one of the solitary drills that his father had taught us. I had only known Saoud a few years. He and his father were from Qamih, and had no ties to Kharuf at all, except through us. We tried not to treat him as an outsider, Tariq and Arwa and I, mostly because we knew how much that hurt, but he didn’t understand the spinning, or why we still clung to it, though it had been some years since spinning had done us any good.


There were four main tents and two smaller ones in our encampment, plus an open-air kitchen. It was a far cry from the castle that my mother talked of when she was feeling nostalgic, but it served us well. We camped near a crossroads, and merchants knew where to find us. We did not have very much to offer, but we were cheap, and the work we did was good.


After the demon laid its curse upon the Little Rose, most of the spinners had gone on the Silk Road, into the desert. Across the burning sands was the kingdom from which our ancestors had come, and they could do their work there, which they could no longer do in Kharuf. We knew the desert kingdom still existed because their traders crossed the desert with camel caravans, but few people from Kharuf ever made the trek. My mother hadn’t gone because she loved Queen Rasima, and because she was afraid that I was too young to survive a desert crossing. She waited for two years, until I was eight, while everything in Kharuf fell apart around her. Then she took the last few spinners still at court and went, not through the desert after all, but across the mountain pass to Qamih.


They had hoped that in this kingdom of tradesmen and merchants, they would find a place where they could do their work and be paid for it. But Qamih was different from the home they had left, and on this side of the Iron Mountains, a harsh guild system prevented unlicensed crafters from selling their wares in public markets. The guilds were also behind the trade agreements that Qasim had been forced to sign with the Maker King, which beggared Kharuf at every turn while the coffers in the Maker King’s capital overflowed. It was impossible for a spinner from Kharuf, even one as highly respected as my mother, to be given the credit she was due. New spinners, especially talented ones, were unwelcome competition.


We couldn’t stay in the cities or towns, and so we wandered for two years, Arwa on her mother’s back and me carrying my mother’s loom, until Saoud’s father, who had found us on the road and hired on as a guardsman even though we could barely afford him, took us to the crossroads, to camp with the other non-guild traders there. He understood spinning even less than Saoud did, and wanted to train all of the children in combat. My mother disapproved but never directly forbade it, even when it became clear that I was more enthusiastic about fighting than I was about spinning. For Arwa and Tariq, spinning was a game that, once they had mastered it, became as important as breathing. For me, who could remember the castle and the king’s face and the way the Little Rose laughed from her place at the table, it was a hateful reminder of what we had lost.


We could hear my mother coughing before we reached her tent. Arwa stopped in her tracks, and looked up at me.


“Can you get my spindle?” she said. “Maybe bring it to dinner?”


“I will,” I told her. “Go and see if they need help cooking.”


Arwa’s mother had died of the sickness that plagued my mother. It wasn’t contagious—at least, not in the traditional sense, or we would have been driven out of the crossroad camp—but it was hard to watch, and harder still when you knew the outcome. Magic is not common in the world, but from what I have seen of it, it is mostly cruel; and, at least when it comes to the magic that hurts the ones I love, tied back to the Little Rose. Tariq’s father had died of it first, a drowning gurgle that grew more and more quiet, until all breath was gone; then Arwa’s mother; and now my mother was ill. I didn’t know what we would do if she died. The other merchants were reluctant enough to keep us as it was.


I took a deep breath, and lifted the tent flap. There was light inside, because of the lamps, but the air was heavy with the herbs my mother burned in the brazier to help clear her lungs. I didn’t like the smell very much. Mother was sitting up, and spinning. I had asked her once why she could never keep her hands still. She hadn’t answered, but instead had smiled, and told me to coil the yarn so it didn’t knot on the floor. I was glad to see her spinning now. Some days, her hands did not have the strength for it.


“Yashaa,” my mother said to me, “thank you for coming. Do you feel better now that you have hit Saoud for a while?”


“Yes, Mother,” I said, my voice clipped. I had hoped, for a moment, that she was going to apologize for being so obtuse earlier. We had quarreled over Saoud’s father, again, and it had brought us no closer to understanding each other than it ever did. “It is not from hitting him, though. It is from moving with purpose.”


“There is purpose to all movement,” she said to me. “Even in the simple coil and rhythm of spinning.”


“What did you wish to tell me?” I hoped I was changing the subject. I didn’t want to fight with her again.


“I have had word from Saoud’s father,” she said. “I wanted to tell you what he discovered.”


“Is he coming back?” I asked, unashamedly eager. He had turned a little strange when Tariq’s father died, as though seeing our curse play out in front of him made him regret throwing in his lot, and Saoud’s, with us in the first place. He traveled much more after that, but he always came back—or he always had before.


“No,” said my mother. “He is too busy to come back. But he has sent me important news, and you need to hear it.”


“Then tell me,” I said, sitting at her feet as I might have done once to hear stories of the Little Rose.


“Kharuf is dying,” she said. “The people are starving and there is no money. Even the king and queen struggle. The Little Rose cannot spin, and so no one can.”


I wanted to say something about how Kharuf had been dying for years, and that Qasim and Rasima’s struggle meant nothing to me, but my mother raised a hand, and I held my peace.


“There was a blight in the wool last season,” she continued. “They could not sell very much, which meant they had no money to buy cloth.”


Once they had spun their own thread and woven their own cloth, I thought. But I knew better than to say it out loud. It would be wasted breath, and my mother had no breath to waste.


“Qasim has made a deal with the Maker King,” my mother said. “The Little Rose is seventeen now. When she is eighteen, she will wed Prince Maram, and by that marriage, Qamih and Kharuf will be united again, and the Maker King will get whatever name his people choose to give him.”


“What has this to do with me?” I asked. “We have left Kharuf, and we have never been welcome in Qamih.”


“If the kingdoms are united, there will be a treaty for the spinners. There must be,” my mother said. “You shall go to the Maker King’s court, by the sea. You must find out who is negotiating the treaty, and make sure you are included in it. Take Tariq and Arwa with you.”


“No,” I said.


I couldn’t leave. We were barely surviving here with the work spread between all available hands. If we left, if I took Tariq and Arwa and we left, then there would be no one but strangers who barely tolerated us to watch over my mother. I shook my head.


“What about Saoud?” I asked, my words slow as my thoughts raced.


“He will stay at the crossroads,” my mother said. She had never loved Saoud, so I didn’t understand why she would keep him behind, especially since his father was gone. Maybe she wanted to be sure of his father’s loyalty, though neither he nor Saoud had ever given us cause to doubt them, as far as I could tell. “He will be old enough to hire on as a guard, soon.”


“What about you?” I asked then. “I could stay too, and be a better guard than Saoud. We could all stay here.”


“No, Yashaa.” She started to cough. I waited. It seemed now that when she coughed, she coughed for hours. Finally her throat cleared. “You will go. Take the others. If you do well, you will be able to make a real home.”


“I have no home,” I told her, anger flooding into my voice. I didn’t look at her face when I said it, because I knew I would hurt her. “The Little Rose saw to that.”


“Yashaa,” she said. “It is a terrible net, that magic. The Little Rose suffers as much as any.”


I did not care about the suffering of the Little Rose, beyond an ugly gladness that she did. I only wanted the conversation to end.


“Arwa needs to pack her spindle, if you are driving her out,” I said, my voice as cold as I could make it.


“I will put it in the basket with the other spinning tools,” she said. Her breathing faltered.


I made myself meet her gaze. Her eyes were full of tears, as though she was sad to see us go, as though she hadn’t so casually dismissed the boy I held in my heart like a brother. Anger filled my chest, crushing my lungs the way the Little Rose’s curse crushed my mother’s.


I did not understand. I didn’t understand how a woman so weak could have such an iron will. I didn’t understand why she had so much power over Saoud’s father, over the crossroads camp. Over me. I did not understand my mother at all. But I loved her, and so I went to gather my things.




THREE


WE WERE A STRANGE PARTY on the road, Tariq and Arwa and I. My mother had struggled to stay standing as we left her at the opening of her tent. It was the farthest she had walked in some time. I tried not to think about the chance that she might die before we made our way back. Saoud did not see us off, having been sent out hunting in the early hours while we were taking our leave of my mother. I was furious, and I could see that Tariq and Arwa were likewise upset. At least he had been with us while we packed, and while we strung together what little plans we could. I tried not to think about losing him, either.


We didn’t take a wagon with us. Even if we had an ox to pull it, we didn’t have the means to feed the creature that would do the work. There was grazing aplenty on the plains of Qamih, but there were great forests there too, and clay flats that stretched as far as the eye could see. So we went on foot, carried what we could, and prayed for good weather on the road. Tariq did most of the praying. Arwa was happy enough to say the words, and earnest enough to believe that someone heard them, but my faith in such things had long since waned. Tariq, though, believed with the conviction of one who had seen the world, and chosen faith to spite it.


In the foothills of the Iron Mountains, we had an easy time. The way was mostly downhill, and there was plenty of game for Tariq to catch in his quick-made snares. Saoud’s father had shown us all the trick of making them before he’d taught us staff fighting. “You must be able to feed yourselves before you can defend yourselves,” he’d said. At the time, I remember thinking it was ridiculous—what good was it to eat in the wild if you were prey to anyone who might stumble across your path?—but now I was glad that Tariq, at the least, remembered his lessons.


It was early in the year for pinecones, the best kindling, but with Arwa in our company it wasn’t too much of a concern. She could climb the trees more easily than the cones might fall, and seemed to take delight in pelting us with them as Tariq and I assembled camp every night. She was taking her eviction from the crossroads harder than we were, so we didn’t berate her for it too much. Coming as it had so soon after the death of her mother, Arwa felt the loss of her makeshift family, particularly the company of Saoud, most keenly.


I missed him too. When we walked, I made Tariq lead us, with Arwa in the middle and me behind her to cover their backs. There were large animals, with teeth and claws to match, in the mountain forests, and there was not a lot even the most powerful king could do to keep the roadways safe. If Saoud had been with us, he could have covered the rear, and left me free to lead. Tariq was not wood-blind by any means, and the road was clear enough, but he tended to get distracted.


Accordingly, when I woke up the next morning and found Saoud patiently feeding the last of Arwa’s pinecones to the dwindling fire, I only laughed and pointed out that he could have started the porridge if he was going to be awake anyway. He walked to the food pack, shooing away two bees that were hovering over top of it.


“You’re not going to send me back?” he said.


“You say that as though I could.”


“Your mother said it was spinner’s business.” He would not meet my eye, pretending to measure out the grain for breakfast, when I knew he had done it so many times he could tell by weight alone.


“My mother says that about everything when she wants to cut you and your father out,” I said. It hurt me when she spoke like that. I could imagine how Saoud felt. “Are you coming with us for our sakes, or because you want to see your father again?”


“Can’t it be both?”


“Of course,” I told him. “Only, we might miss him in the capital. Or on the road. Or maybe my mother lied, and he has other business altogether.”


“Then I will go with you, wherever you end up.” He meant it to have the solemnity of an oath, but the effect was somewhat marred when Arwa emerged from her tent halfway through his declaration, crowed with joy, and threw herself into his arms.


“Took you long enough,” she said, once she had rescued our breakfast from an untimely fate and hung the pot above the fire so that we might eat sometime before noon.


“Yashaa’s mother is difficult to escape once she gets her mind set on something,” Saoud informed her. We all knew it for the truth. Even ill, her determination had been enough to get the three of us evicted from the only company that Tariq and Arwa could remember. I imagined she had set Saoud to any number of mundane tasks to prevent him from running off. For a moment, there was a pain in my chest—my heart, not my lungs—as I remembered how my mother and I had parted, but I ignored it. Saoud was here. Everything was much improved now.


Tariq crawled out of the tent we shared, blinked twice, and then accepted our new circumstances without comment before heading off to the river to wash. By the time he came back, the porridge was ready, and the tents were struck and rolled. Saoud carried no tent of his own, because he would have had to steal it, and that was something he would not do. We would have to sort it out once we stopped for the night, but not now, because it did not take us very long to break our fast and be on our way. I ate quickly, and the others followed my lead. I was eager to be moving, even if I wasn’t overfond of our destination. Arwa and Tariq were both intimidated by the fact that today we would leave the forest. They had both left before, of course, but they did not remember it as I did, and they didn’t know what they might find there.


“Look!” said Arwa, who had taken the pot to the river to rinse it. “It was on a rock, right by the river’s edge. I must have just missed it.”


There was a soft glow coming from her cupped hands. The pot hung from the crook of her elbow, bowls stacked neatly inside. Tariq peered over her shoulder to look, and his eyes widened at what he saw.


“Yashaa, have you ever?” he asked, breathless, as I reached them and looked down into Arwa’s hands myself.


There wasn’t a lot of it, but it was unmistakable: fine golden powder, with a soft glow and the slightest smell of honey. I had only seen it once before, when I snuck into the Great Hall at the castle in Kharuf after the Little Rose’s fateful birthday party. The maids, most of them weeping, were cleaning the floor, but I had still been upset over having missed everything, and wanted to see even the remnants for myself. One of the girls had called me over, perhaps understanding that I did not yet know how much the world had changed, and showed me what she had collected in her dustpan.


“It’s from the piskey,” she had said to me, her voice kind, and her face streaked with tear tracks. “It’s for luck.”


“It’s for luck,” I echoed, as Arwa poured the dust into my hands. “It means they watched us, heard us, and approve of what we’re doing.”


“What, going to the capital to beg?” Saoud said, suddenly bitter. His knuckles were white on the staff he carried. “I know what your mother would have you do. I heard the merchant master tell her that not even pity for children would sway a Maker King, no matter who was negotiating the treaty. We could send Arwa before them in rags, and they wouldn’t feel the slightest bit of concern for her.”


Arwa blanched at the idea, fingers unconsciously twisting in the frayed hem of her headscarf. The cloth was good, but she had worn it for a long time, and it showed. When she ran or climbed, Saoud’s father had said the broken wisps of her veil trailed behind her like piskey dust, but now that we saw both veil and dust together, we knew that he had spoken the words only as a kindness to her.


“You will never have to do that,” I promised her.


“What will we do, then?” she asked. I watched as she made her fingers relax their hold. There was still dust on them, gold against the brown of her skin. It was beautiful.


I looked at Saoud, at Tariq. What could we do? We could walk for days and days, only to throw ourselves at the questionable mercy of the Maker King. My mother, hoping against hope and unable to travel herself, thought that I could secure a future for us. But it would be a future that she wanted. A future for me to spin out the rest of my days in Qamih, and hope for whatever meager prosperity I could wrench from people who were not my own. Always I would be the poor relation, the hanger-on who had no other place to go. I would do that, and gladly, for my mother, if it caused her breathing to ease, but I knew that it would not. Despite the sourness of our parting, I loved her. She was my family too, even if I didn’t agree with her dreams for me and for my future. I would survive, as she had done until her strange illness took hold of her. But I looked at Tariq, at Arwa with her gold-dusted hands and threadbare veil, and I knew that I could not be satisfied with that little for them.


“Whatever we do,” I said, “we will do it together, do you understand? If you don’t like my mother’s plan, if you have another suggestion or an idea, you must tell me what it is.”


They nodded. There was a fire I hadn’t seen before in Saoud’s eyes. I felt as though the bones along my spine were tempered iron, making me strong. The gold dust glowed against my skin, and reminded me of something that I had missed for too long. There were no answers here. But there might be some to be found, if we looked in another place for them.


“We will not go to the capital,” I said. “We will not beg for scraps at the table of the Maker King of Qamih. It’s time for us to go home.”


It felt very strange to say the word.


Tariq stilled. More than any of us, he wanted to see the heathered fields that were his birthplace once again. His was the longing of a memory half real, half constructed. My memories were firmer, and Arwa had none at all, save an idealized version of the Little Rose that I could never bring myself to tarnish. Tariq believed in Kharuf the way he believed in everything else: he had heard the story many times, and when he reasoned his way through its inconsistencies, he found surety, not doubt.


“We will go back through the woods, and cross the mountains,” I said. “We will go back to Kharuf, to our birthright there.”


“What about the curse?” Tariq said.


I let the gold dust fall to the ground, where it mixed with the dirt and disappeared, save for the occasional glint when it caught the sunlight. I brushed my hands on my kafiyyah. It was my turn for white knuckles on the staff I carried, the staff I would use to fight and support my steps on mountain paths. I held on with all I could, the way I held on to the stories my mother had told me about her life before her ruination. The way I held on to the truth.


“If we go to Kharuf, we will fall victim to the curse ourselves, as our parents did,” Tariq said. He didn’t sound afraid, and Arwa didn’t look it. “It will come into our lungs and choke us. The Little Rose does not spin, and so neither can we.”


I had never believed it to be that simple. I don’t think Tariq did, either; he only spoke plainly to bring an end to the conversation. I thought about the golden dust again, and let myself consider the full scope of the world. It was hard for me to do. I liked the straightforwardness of staff fighting, the ease of movements my hands had done a hundred times before. Whether I liked it or not, that also meant spinning, and spinning meant the curse. I knew in my heart that Tariq was right. The magic spun around the Little Rose all those years ago must have grown in potency, the threads of it twisted more tightly by the pull of each season’s turn. We could not just blunder into its webbing.


“We haven’t spun in Kharuf as they did,” I said. “And we haven’t spun here as much as they did. Maybe we won’t be as sick. There must be a way.”


Tariq considered it, but I knew it would take him a while to decide. He would sift through all that he knew.


“It will take us some time to reach the pass.” Saoud knew the look on Tariq’s face, too. He pulled out the map his father had given him, and traced the line that would be our route so that we could all see it. “Let alone to cross the border. We can think on the way.”


“It would make us less vulnerable to bandits, if we keep moving,” I said. I tried to sound neutral, so that Saoud would voice his opinion too.


“I don’t like it,” he said. “But it’s better than trusting the Maker King’s alternative.”


Arwa brushed the last of the gold dust off of her hands and was only a simple spinner-girl again. Tariq doused the fire and buried the smoldering remains. Saoud took his staff too, and looked at me. I squared my shoulders, pretending confidence I did not entirely feel, and started walking back in the direction of the rising ground.


The four of us would go together.




FOUR


WITH SAOUD’S INCLUSION, we woke early every morning to spar before we took up our journey again. Though I was the better fighter, Saoud had his father’s gift of teaching, and could square off against Arwa and Tariq so that they learned. If I tried it, I would probably break their fingers. It was not that I lacked control, Saoud’s father said, only mindfulness of how my opponent moved. I was a bruiser, Saoud an artist, and we each of us had our place.


Right now, my place was stirring the pot by the campfire while Saoud and Arwa did their best to knock the other off their feet. Tariq had caught three rabbits the night before—game had been good to us in the mountains—and we had put the remains of the last one into the porridge to thicken it. It was plain road fare, and nothing special, but compared to the dried meat and fruit we’d have for lunch while we walked, and whatever Tariq might conjure up for us to roast that night, this meal was a promise that, at least at the outset, the day would not go too far ill.


With a victorious cry, Arwa leveraged her staff behind Saoud’s knees and dumped him into the dust. She was getting better. Soon he was going to have to stop giving her openings.


“I know, I know,” she said, laughing, as Saoud rolled to his feet. “If I shout then I cannot claim a surprise attack.”


“What else?” asked Saoud.


“I dropped my elbow, I looked down at your knees before I swung for them, and I didn’t retreat quickly enough to avoid you kicking me, if you’d wanted to,” she recited. “Do I get to have breakfast now?”


“It’s almost ready,” I told her.


“I am going to the river, then,” she announced, and disappeared into the greenery that flanked our camp.


Saoud looked like he might have protested. The farther we went up the mountainside, the more dangerous the road became. The main road was well kept, of course, so that the wool convoys could come through, but we were avoiding that way lest any word get back to my mother. Our path was steeper, the river’s current faster, and the possibility for danger more present. Arwa was no spoiled flower, like the Little Rose in her pretty castle, but she was in our charge, and Saoud and I were still trying to figure out the line between protecting her and giving her the privacy she required.


“I’m still in earshot!” she shouted, and Saoud rolled his eyes.


“Get the bowls,” I told him. “And get the water bucket ready for heating so we can clean up as soon as we’re done.”


Tariq, whose sparring lesson had been done before Arwa’s, had already struck the tents, and soon enough we were on our way again. With the path more difficult to see, I was even gladder of Saoud’s decision to join us. I could discern the way ahead, and he could guard the back. For all our planning, though, it was Arwa who first saw the signs of danger.


We walked steadily uphill all day, and though the morning had started off fair-weathered enough, the sun was shrouded in light grey clouds by the afternoon, and rain was gathering in the leafy canopy above our heads. Arwa had stopped walking to wring out her veil when she gave a low cry, and waved frantically to Saoud.
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