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    The guards thought they had him backed into a corner, but he used the environment around him to get the upper hand. He sprinted up the wall, feet moving so fast they were a blur as he gained height and used the shoulders of the man trying to kill him as a brace to somersault over both their heads.


    As he landed behind them, the guards stood staring at the place where their target had once been. Roshan’s eyes caught the silver glint of a hidden blade that was dislodged from his wrist with a soft shwick. Two quick outward motions with his arm and the guards were dead, dropping to their knees with a final gargle. He quickly wiped his blade free of blood. Necessary, the gesture said.


    He looked up, meeting her gaze. With the tilt of his chin, he told her to follow him.
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    Chapter One


    Fustat, 824


    No one survived this prison.


    That’s what Roshan had been told from the moment she was brought here.


    “You will rot,” the bearded guard spat once he’d hurled her inside the cell and slammed the cell door shut behind him. She smiled at his back, a grim expression the man never saw.


    Thankfully, survival was not the priority: escape was. As someone who had spent her whole life escaping prisons of numerous varieties, she was confident she could find her way out of this one if she just had enough time. That was the problem, as she soon learned.


    There were very few women in this shared prison cell, and even fewer who survived more than a day. She was lucky her attire made it difficult to spot her as female and fortunate it remained mostly intact even after she’d been thrown in the cell with the other prisoners. The billowing layers of fabric made her seem like a slight street urchin at best. But male, critically. Despite this, she remained in danger.


    Roshan had been there a week and, much to her chagrin, if she hadn’t been constantly defending herself or running interference on attempts at her life, she would probably be breathing fresh Fustat air right about now.


    Of course, the air of Fustat was anything but fresh. Amongst the hustle and bustle of the city markets and the intoxicating allure of various spices, there was always the underlying scent of manure. If you breathed in deeply, odds were you’d end up coughing and spluttering a mound of the fine, red sand that seemed to coat everything.


    And yet, she missed it. Deeply.


    She longed for the chance to run her finger along the edge of her windowsill, streaked with remnants of the latest dust storm. She hadn’t loved the city when she first arrived, but compared to the bowels of prison, Roshan viewed the surface as a heavenly oasis.


    Fustat was famed for the towering pyramids that stood tall on the outskirts, even though the rulers who’d made them had long since passed. The irony wasn’t lost on her that she was in a monument just as great but built in subversion. Her prison was an inverse, pointing down and deep into the earth, which of course made that pesky escape concept even trickier. Not impossible, just… trickier.


    Roshan knew that to get out she would need to navigate her way up, as she’d learned there were several levels below her going further into the earth, and several more above. She wasn’t at the very bottom, which was the only positive thought she could muster. As far as she could guess, her cell was located five floors below.


    Blood had been pouring from a cut above her eye when she’d been dragged down, down, down. Her vision had been obscured, so five floors deep was as much as she could gauge, but she trusted her instincts – while she might have been hurt and bleeding, she always kept track of her surroundings. She always found a way out.


    While her arrest had been violent and caught her by surprise – she thought she’d covered her tracks well – her first order of business had been fixing her vision. She couldn’t fight what was coming if she couldn’t see. One look at the lumpy, brown water that was supposed to be their drinking trough told her that if a drop of that got near an open wound, infection was imminent.


    She had navigated around the perimeter instead, with the cell being really more of a pit. The walls and floor were carved from softer clay from top to bottom, except for one main wall, which had a grate running along the bottom of it to bridge the small space between the prison bars and the clay floor. Roshan figured it maintained the structural integrity of this awful place. Two barred and ungrated ominous-looking doors sat in the middle of the wall.


    At least one hundred prisoners were all crammed together in the space. Roshan searched for a pocket of space away from them, where she could slip into obscurity, and everyone would go back to doing whatever they were doing before she’d arrived as the shiny, new plaything. As she moved around the edge of the crowd, she ducked lower and lower until she was practically crouching. A sense of malice rolled off a tall, skinny man with a long beard that dangled from his chin like an insidious black snake.


    It took a moment to establish him as the real threat. There were just so many people, it became challenging to sort through the various energies being projected at her before Roshan pinpointed his. Even in the dim light created from the flickers of torches fitted into the wall, his eyes were like bottomless black caverns that sliced through the distance between them.


    As soon as she identified him, he disappeared in the crowd just as quickly.


    Wherever he was, she needed to be somewhere that was else. Staying small and quiet were the first steps. Getting a wall against her back was next, as that meant she only had to look outward for danger. Then, as discreetly as she could, she patted her clothes for anything the guards may have failed to pick up. The benefit of wearing this many layers meant she was hard to search quickly, and she wasn’t without resources.


    A small belt at her waist had a pouch of spiced chickpeas, a flask with little more than a few splashes of an alcohol so strong she largely used it as a fuel, and a half empty canteen of water. The last item she would hold out on for as long as she could, but the other liquid she sneakily emptied onto the fabric of her headwrap and pressed it to the cut on her head. Wincing as the alcohol stung the wound, she held it in place as hard as she could while her eyes focused on the backs and legs of the people in front of her.


    Yelling from across the cell, followed by the undeniable sounds of wet flesh smacking and bones cracking, meant there was already something more violent happening. Pulling her knees to her chest with a snarl of disgust, she tried to take up as little space as possible as she searched for something, anything, that could help staunch the bleeding. She found help in the form of a tiny, almost imperceptible ant. With a yellow body and brown rump, they were jokingly called Pharaoh ants by the locals. She’d never been so grateful to see the pest in her life. Careful not to crush it, she gently picked one up as it trudged in a line behind its mates.


    Squinting, she could see its tiny gnashing mandibles as she held it to the arch just above her eyebrow. She knew the second it made contact because she felt the pinch of the bite. Roshan left the ant to wiggle around there as she grabbed another, roughly estimating the size and length of the cut by what hurt. It took eight ants and as their jaws clamped shut between her flesh, the mandible acted as the stitch she would have preferred to make with a needle and thread. This was all she had.


    Sorry, little one, she thought, snapping off the body of the first ant and then his remaining friends. They’d done nothing but mind their business, heading back to their queens entirely unbothered, and their last act in life had been to help heal her wound. Life was precious, and in the moment, she’d had to make a judgment about valuing hers over theirs.


    Worth it. Especially when less than a few hours later, Black Eyes had come hunting for her. She’d known it was him even before the crowd parted. He cut through the sea of bodies, communicating his power and fear among the group. She stood and skulked along the wall, nearly tripping over the corpse of a man who, by look and smell, had passed weeks ago, in her attempt to not be where her foe expected to find her.


    There was a chunk of the clay wall that had fallen away near the back and Roshan folded herself into the alcove left behind, using the dead man’s body to shield her from sight. She watched from afar as the man lurked around, two larger prisoners following in his wake like they were waiting for his command. She guessed they were. She strained to listen as they exchanged words in rough Turkish, which told her they were lower class, probably career criminals, and terrible ones at that if they ended up here.


    “Keep looking,” he said, followed by something that sounded close to “bribe.”


    It wasn’t until the crowd swallowed them again and Roshan, crammed in her hiding spot, finally comprehended what he’d meant: “with a woman, we can bribe.” Roshan guessed he meant bribe the guards, and she didn’t like the idea of that, either. Yet, if she analyzed the threat, it meant the guards hadn’t seen through her disguise. Her cellmate had. She’d prefer to take on a foolish adversary than a cunning one.


    She slept hunched in that position for as long as she could, using the alcohol-soaked rag to cover her nose so she didn’t breathe in the full, nauseating scent of the rotting corpse that obscured her location. It had gone past the sickeningly sweet stage of decomposition to the retch-inducing one where even the maggots had moved on because there was so little nutritional value left.


    So when Roshan woke with a jolt as she felt the dead man moving, a yelp escaped her mouth, and she scrambled out of her hiding place. She maintained eye contact with the  rotting socket as the corpse’s head moved back and forth ever so slightly. Roshan shuddered and refused to be reminded of another woman in another place, with her vision similarly marred. Yet the head wasn’t really moving, something behind it was, and she squinted to see that it was… a child.


    No, more of a young teenager. But it was hard to tell with his dirty face and long, dank hair. He was hunched over the bottom half of the corpse and as he looked up, he smiled at her. It was a toothy grin and for the first time, the idea of cannibalism crossed her mind. What did the survivors eat down here? There wasn’t enough slop to feed everyone. In horror, she scanned the corpse for bite marks, and decided it was time to relocate.


    She ducked and leapt over various figures as she tried to put space between herself and the potential feast.


    The next few days were largely spent in a similar manner, one threat arising and Roshan doing her best to avoid it. She traded her headscarf for protection, only for that deal to become worthless when her freshly acquired protector had his neck broken in a brawl – a brawl he started with another prisoner – over food when buckets of mush were dispensed by the guards.


    The teenager kept sniffing around, only dead subjects seeming to be of interest to him, so Roshan wryly concluded she could stay un-devoured if she remained un-dead. Maybe he’s just searching the bodies for items of use? Such an idea had occurred to her, there being a few bones in the ribcage that could make effective shivs. Right now, however, she had other options, and she would utilize those first. She spared two sharp hairpins to clip layers of fabric in place like a hood to disguise her gradually healing face and then, with the other metal clips, she began twisting them together to make a weapon. It would have little structural integrity when it came down to it, but if she hit the right artery at the right time… she had done it before, just once, but she could do it again.


    “They put us down here to kill each other,” a man said in a thick, Grecian dialect Roshan hadn’t heard in years. “No one lives. No one escapes. We just die one by one, and they throw more and more of us in here. If I knew–”


    “You would have killed him anyway,” his comrade snapped.


    “Absolutely. But I would have made sure we never got caught.”


    Roshan smirked. She had committed so many crimes over so many years, but she’d always found a way to escape. Part of her was seething mad about finally being caught for one she didn’t commit. Her mind flashed back to the gold that glinted in the hand of a soldier, gold she’d never seen before in her life, and in a form she would never have chosen to fence. She’d been set up. Her immediate assumption when the guards crashed through her door and dragged her out of bed was that she’d be punished for her most recent offense – destruction of property. What she’d wrecked had been precious, a beloved item sought by some Mamluk general who was the last kind of person who should have access to such a device.


    When she’d obtained the device, Roshan had done what she always did to document such stolen oddities. She moved the item through various channels, created a clean path of origin, and fabricated ownership papers. Except this time she disconnected the hidden ignition thread deep within the design of the music box. Her vision had flared with the second sense she’d had since she was a child, showing her what mechanism needed to be disabled so the destructive contraption would cease to function as intended.


    “Happens all the time with stolen wares,” she imagined Dervis saying to placate the unhappy customer. “The nature in which we acquire these items means they don’t always arrive in pristine condition, but that’s the bargain you agreed to.”


    She wondered where the master of thieves was now, whether he’d heard about her imprisonment. Roshan was under no illusions about their relationship. They had worked together successfully for over a year now, yet when it came down to it, Dervis would protect his own neck and operation at all costs. He would never throw her to the wolves per se, but he also wasn’t coming to rescue her.


    That was why Roshan had concocted a plan depending on only herself, the pieces slowly snapping into place as she watched horror after horror in the cell. The plan was shaky. She’d needed to keep moving through the crowd of prisoners, slipping in and out of larger groups so that she stayed unnoticed. If she was alone, she became an enticing prospect. The teenager had sparked an idea and she began to do what she hoped he was doing, too. As other cellmates passed away in various skirmishes, or due to illnesses, dehydration, or starvation, she adopted something of theirs – whether it be a tattered blanket or a section of fabric. She swapped such items out for her own so that her appearance was never consistent, especially as Black Eyes kept up his frequent hunts for her.


    Clearly, he hadn’t shared his suspicions that she was female with anyone outside his little group: that piece of information being too valuable, as it meant almost every cellmate would be tracking her and he wouldn’t get his chance to use her.


    With the buckle of her belt – the chickpeas now eaten and the last of the water now drunk – Roshan dug. The clay-like texture of the ground was usually hard and tough, but the second it made contact with liquid it was tenable. She would never waste her last few precious drops of water, but the contents of the disgusting trough were ideal.


    Night or day didn’t matter down here. There was no natural source of light outside the dim torches fixed into the wall, but she still tried to time her digging for when most of the prisoners were asleep. Back to the grate, eyes on the cellmates in front of her, she dug at the clay underneath it. When she had cleared enough space, she let her route dry and covered her handiwork with the corpse of a freshly fallen cellmate. After all, nobody was picking at the bodies… yet. The guards only grimaced at the pileup of the dead when they visited. Roshan had hidden her work well.


    Dinner time was the bloodiest of all, there being only one meal a day served. The guards needed their full attention fixed on the doors as the fray pushed forward to fight for their food. It was also when the prisoners would be most distracted. Roshan seized both advantages of the opportunity.


    By the time she heard the metallic jingle jangle of the keys that heralded the guards’ arrival, Roshan had her garments streaked as dark as she could get them. If she stood silent and still against the clay walls, she blended in. She needed to. As the two guards wedged open the door and the now familiar crush of bodies surged forward, Roshan made her move.


    She slunk along one side of the grate, dropping low as she pushed the corpse out of the way and exposed the hole she had dug underneath. Roshan went in headfirst, and this was when she’d be most vulnerable as she gripped the end of the jagged iron bars and leveraged herself down, around, and under. Hopeful, she wiggled into a sitting position, ignoring the painful scratch that ran along her knee in her rush to get up and get out.


    Her upper arm strength was critical as she soundlessly yanked herself to a standing position, wasting no time as she streaked to the side of the corridor farthest from the guards. With a leap, she used her old food pouch to put out the closest torch and plunge herself into darkness. She repeated the movement for the next one, the pouch fully destroyed now as the flame burned through it. She stamped it out with her feet.


    She was in darkness and she had gone unspotted.


    Roshan didn’t look back as she ran, keeping a hand outstretched to her right as she used the wall as a guide. Up was instinctive and when she reached the first grouping of stairs, she took them two at a time. There were markings at each level and she was delighted to find that when she hit the next one, she’d only been three floors below rather than five. She kept moving, using the same method with spare pieces of cloth to extinguish the torches while staying hunched low along the wall.


    Roshan was forced to slow as she encountered new guards, but prisoner feeding time seemed to be staggered at each floor, so the level above her had the guards emptying out buckets. She inched past them, careful, eyes locked on their backs as they made idle chatter at a cleaning station. The next stairwell came fast and as she headed up it, she paused. There was no sound, just the vaguest sensation that she wasn’t alone.


    She looked down into the dark as her skin prickled. There was nothing there. No one there.


    Roshan pivoted and increased her pace, racing toward the next floor level when suddenly she felt the ground give out from under her. Her ankles were yanked and she fell hard on the stairs, teeth clacking together as her chin hit the floor. The progress she had made disappeared quickly as she was pulled down, gravity working against her as the curving stairs became a slide of doom.


    There he was.


    Black beard, black heart, and black eyes fixed firmly on her. She thought he’d given up. Stupid. It turned out he’d just been watching and waiting. Her escape had given him one too, and she could tell from the glint in his intense gaze that he deemed his freedom close enough for him to take his prize. He’d dispense with her and then he’d dispense with this place. Men like these thought they were such unique, special monsters. Yet Roshan had encountered them everywhere her whole life. The only surprise here was how unsurprising they remained.


    They always went to pin the hands first, cowards. She was ready, kneeing him hard and fast with all the strength she had in the place that men valued most. He let out a pained grunt and an even louder cry as she hooked her thigh under his crotch, tossing him up and over her. Roshan let herself slide further down, flipping over as fast as she could and slipping the entangled, weaponized hairpins free from her sleeve. During the struggle, she’d registered the noises from down below: the shouts and the thuds of feet running and the chorus of prisoners rioting.


    She might have been able to slip from the cell quietly enough, but it was obvious that he hadn’t. The idiot had been seen, and Allah knew what was left behind in his wake. The guards were coming from the bottom up. Roshan was swift on her feet, but it would be even better if she was swifter than him. The guards were looking for an escaped prisoner and she’d give them one.


    With her left hand, she reached upward and lifted the leg of his tattered trousers to reveal the skin. With her right, she slashed across his Achilles tendon. He screamed, kicking backward at her as the flesh became bloody layers. Roshan ducked the attempt, climbing over Black Eyes as he squirmed and wriggled beneath her. She spared a second to look back down at him.


    “You wiiiiiitch!” he howled, words flying from his mouth like spittle. He tried and failed to crawl up the stairs toward her, the blood leaving a trail behind him. It would have been so easy to lean down and stick him one last time in the jugular. She clenched the sharp and twisted hairpins, and crouched so that she was at his eye level.


    “You’re lucky I need you alive,” she whispered.


    His hand outstretched, he snatched at her, managing only to get a handful of dirty garments. She twisted free and made a run for it, dashing into the final corridor that was lit by not just torches but – mercifully – real sunlight. The light shone through tiny, circular holes cut into the walls, slicing through the gloom in beams of white. It distorted her vision somewhat and she dashed around the sunbeams, trying to keep her gaze focused on the end of the corridor.


    The end. The end. The end.


    It had to be somewhere up ahead, all she had to do was just keep running until – ooft. Roshan was flung backward, colliding with an immovable object. Her head hit the ground and as she tried to blink away the stars from her vision, she thought she saw something descend from the heavens.


    “Angel,” she groaned, struggling to sit up.


    As the seconds passed, she reconsidered her statement. They had come from above, but not like an angel. It was as if the person materialized in front of her, their face hidden from view under the shadow of their hooded cloak. She could hear the guards coming, she could hear the shouts of the man she’d left behind, she could almost taste freedom and yet… she couldn’t move. She was frozen as this stranger walked toward her, lethality in their every step.


    Demon, she corrected in her mind. This was death incarnate.


    “I’m no angel,” they said.


    They reached down to her, extended a hand that she should have interpreted as an offer of kindness. Yet beneath the sleeves, her senses told her there was something else. A weapon. A threat. She knew it deep within her bones.


    Even then, Roshan felt her fingers give the slightest, most imperceptible twitch, as if her body was willing to reach out and take a firm grip and make a deal with a devil such as this.


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Baghdad, 819


    Roshan was covered in blood.


    More blood than she had ever seen in her life. She was dripping in it, drenched in it, desperate to be rid of it. The sound of a scream shook her out of her temporary horror. In the moment, she didn’t even remember doing… it as she dropped the weapon and ran. Blood made her path slippery. Her shaking hands gripped the railing of the wooden ladder and she climbed upward out of the berth, frantically searching for the night sky she only ever got to catch in stolen glimpses. Searching for freedom.


    One of the wives was screaming even louder now. It had looked like Halima when the flash of dark hair had come sweeping into the room. Funny, Roshan thought. She had always considered her one of the quiet ones. Roshan didn’t think she’d heard the girl say more than a few words the entire time she’d known her. The singular scream became a chorus of desperate cries that accompanied her as she climbed up and onto the boat’s main deck.


    It was a clear, cloudless night.


    The sun had set hours ago but the air was still hot on her skin as she paused to look up at the moon. She gawked at the waning gibbous. It had been so long since she’d seen the full sky. She had imagined this moment every day since she was first sold to the Persian Harbor Master on her fourteenth birthday. He had wanted her sisters instead.


    “Either will do,” she remembered him saying to her father as she eavesdropped, pressed to the door. Her parents were kind but unlucky people, cursed with three daughters and no male heir. Not that there was much to inherit, as they had always been a breath away from poor their whole lives and any dowry they could offer prospective suitors was pitiful. The Harbor Master – don’t say his name, don’t even think it – had presented himself as a gift, forgoing a dowry for a bride price instead. “A generous suggestion,” her mother had said, voice hushed as if she couldn’t quite believe it. Yet Roshan had seen him for exactly what he was the second he returned home with her father.


    She had offered herself. Her sisters were sweet, innocent girls and the thought of either of them being trapped with that man made her sick. Not that she was enthused by the idea of it for herself, but her options were limited. Several girls her age had already been married off to worse husbands in worse deals. At least with the money from her, both siblings stood a better chance at finding more suitable pairings. The idea of a love match was a fairy tale, so too a husband that was handsome. All she wanted for her sisters was someone that was financially stable but, most of all, benevolent.


    That went further than a full set of teeth in her books, which the Persian Harbor Master did not have. Of course. Her sisters had cried for her when she’d left, pressing necklaces and bracelets into her hands that they’d made her, which she promised to treasure forever. Her new husband managed to destroy all but one within the day and the jewelry became just an item on a long list of precious things belonging to her that he set out to destroy.


    Roshan’s fingers curled into a fist, brushing the colored beads looped around thin bands of metal that hung from her wrist. It was the last thing she had of her family, the last thing reminding her of who she was and where she’d come from. And, brutally, how she could never go back. The sound of the other wives stirring below her grew louder, their voices mingling amongst Halima’s cry, and she could hear someone try to shush her, stifle the hysteria.


    After all, if he was dead then it wasn’t just Roshan who was free. They all were. Yet the damage had been done. Already she could see lamps being lit on the surrounding boats in the harbor where they had been docked, the wooden jetties sectioning off the vessels in some kind of order. Only at the far end of the port could she see the Tigris river leading away in two directions as it cut through the city she knew was out there, but never had the freedom to visit. A bell rang out, the sound slicing through the Baghdad night like a blade. Soldiers were being called. And Roshan was guilty, not just literally but visually. She caught a fleeting glimpse of herself as she peered overboard at the still water; the only part of her not blood-soaked were her wide, white eyes blinking back at her.


    She wasn’t horrified by what she saw. She was simply shocked that she had done it. She felt calm in the moment, but as the seconds ticked by, that sensation ebbed away only to be replaced by panic.


    “Roshan.”


    She whipped around, grabbing the edge of an oar that was strapped just under the gunwale beside her. If she thought she had needed a weapon, she was wrong as she met the piercing gaze of Talâyi. The oldest wife. Not the first, nor the second, but the third. Her predecessors had been stubborn and not survived long, Roshan had been told. Talâyi was stubborn too, but she was also smart. Those older wives had taught Talâyi plenty, so she hadn’t lost her life to him, yet he had taken an eye. She refused to wear a patch that would disguise the wound and bring him comfort. Instead, the left side of her face remained scarred, the eyelid sealed shut.


    “I…” Roshan didn’t know what to say, what she wanted to say.


    “We have quietened Halima. Nai gave her the sleeping tea. But it’s too late, you heard the bell.”


    Roshan sank to her knees, despair washing over her. “What have I done?”


    “What you had to,” Talâyi said, her voice neutral and unfeeling. “What others wish they had the courage to do.”


    “Have I doomed you?” She looked up as tears streaked from her eyes and cut a clean path through the blood covering her face. “Have I doomed you all?”


    The older woman shook her head, face grim. “No, dear. Only yourself.”


    Execution. That’s what awaited her. There would be no trial, no hearing, probably not a single question asked. Men like him could do what they wanted to their wives and the only consequences were felt by those with no power. Probably torture first, then execution, perhaps even a brutalist brothel if she was lucky. She did not want that kind of luck.


    For a fleeting moment, she let herself hope. Home. She could go home! She could see her sisters again, enjoy the tang of her mother’s spicy soup on her tongue, kiss her father on the side of his cheeks, hug–


    “You cannot go home,” Talâyi snapped, her sharp tone cutting into Roshan’s happy thoughts. “Don’t dare even think it. I know you miss your sisters, your family, but you wouldn’t just doom yourself then, you would doom them.”


    The woman she had come to know had correctly anticipated what Roshan’s wildest dream was… because it was hers too. All the wives yearned for home. The shouts of men could be heard off in the distance, but still closer than she would have liked. Roshan’s resolve hardened. She wiped away her tears, angrily getting to her feet.


    “I accepted my fate back then,” she said, returning Talâyi’s hard stare. “I welcomed it willingly, not knowing how truly cursed each day from then out would be living in his presence, on this cage of a boat, not setting foot on land for three years.”


    “And you got your vengeance,” Talâyi replied. “Not just yours, but all of ours, all our sisters, but you knew it would come at a cost, Roshan. You are clever, do not feign otherwise. The most you can do now is to be happy with what you have given all of us and accept your fate bravely, boldly, graciously. What more could you want than that?”


    The thrum of marching footsteps filled the air, approaching quickly. Soldiers running from somewhere, toward the sound of the earlier screams and trouble. Roshan could just make out the shape of their helmets as they sprinted down the jetty. Her gaze cut back to Talâyi, who had seen and experienced so much, worse than she could probably ever imagine. Yet she was disappointed that this woman couldn’t see the possibility of what she wanted for herself.


    “What more could I want than that?” Roshan repeated the question. “I want to live.”


    She had but seconds to make a choice and she committed to it fully as she spun around, sprinting away from the oldest wife and her former life. She heard Talâyi’s surprised gasp behind her as Roshan darted around all the remnants of her world for the past several years. The Persian Harbor Master refused men on this boat – it was just for them, the women – and she was glad for it as it meant there was no one in pursuit of her. Yet.


    Yanking the many layers of her dress free as she ran, Roshan kicked off her shoes and pulled away her belt which jingled with her movements. Sparing one more glimpse upward at the moon, she grabbed the edge of a sail as it hung off the side of the boat and used it to steady herself. Climbing higher, her toes curled over the edge of the bow. The wood underfoot was comforting as she braced herself.


    Taking a long, deep breath, Roshan dove into the water. The blood that had been drying on her skin was instantly wet again as she plunged into the depths, the cool water a relief from the warm air of the surface. She kicked, urging herself deeper as her hands pushed the black water aside. Since becoming a better swimmer than anyone else on the boat, she could move like this for a long time and was grateful for the hours she had spent languishing in the waters of the harbor on their daily supervised baths. When she finally broke the surface, she was far, far away from the boat.


    She bobbed there for a moment, watching silhouettes like she was viewing one of the shadow plays she loved so much as a child. Soldiers were trying to board the boat, yet Talâyi blocked their path. She was screaming in a hysterical fashion Roshan recognized as distinctly unlike her. Four of the other wives had joined her, all of them clutching at their skin, pulling at the clothing of the soldiers around them, yanking one to his knees even.


    She felt a flash of affection for the women, many of them like Talâyi who probably thought she should have stayed and greeted her death with honor. Even though she had made a different choice, they were helping Roshan anyway. They were buying her time, creating a distraction, and giving her the window of opportunity she would need. She would not let it be wasted.


    She paddled away as quickly and quietly as she could, only throwing her hands over her head into a faster stroke when she thought she was far enough away that the splashes wouldn’t be heard. Roshan avoided the boats, hundreds of them, as they contained people, and people could tell others that there was a bloodstained girl flopping about portside. So she kept swimming, her goal in sight, and after an hour or so she was at the farthest end of the harbor.


    There were stone steps that led up from the water and were frequently populated by fishermen cleaning their catch and preparing for the busy daily market. Her route there, however, was in clear view of a group of drunks loitering on the jetty nearby. She hid directly underneath them, using one of the wooden pillars to rest against as she waited.


    As they laughed and hollered above her, Roshan watching their feet dangle over the edge with trepidation, she worried about the fresh problems she was about to face. She had stripped away as much of her attire as she could, ditching the bloodstained fabrics that would slow her down and hold her back when wet. Yet now her exposed skin made her an obvious target while navigating the city streets of Baghdad. She had no food, no water, no money, no contacts, and not a single person she could get assistance from. Even if she did, she’d never stepped off the boat except for observed plunges into the harbor.


    The wives had been forbidden from anything else and beaten if they tried. She had lived in this city since leaving her home village with her newlywed and yet she had never walked a single street. She had no sense of direction. No clue about where to go or what to do. Panic rose and she took a steadying breath, sinking under the water’s surface where everything was calm. Quiet. Still. Safe.


    When she re-emerged, she tried to still her mind. Panic would do her no good. What she had to do was focus on the problem in front of her. Overcome that. Then begin working on the next one. Her world had been the size of a pinprick and now it was massive. Expansive. Full of possibility. Danger too, of course, but that was everywhere. The potential was worth the risk.


    So she waited. The water’s coldness crept into her limbs, making them numb. She shivered and tried to push her discomfort aside. Despite this, she waited for the right moment. Eventually, two of the men stumbled home. The lone remainder of their trio fell asleep, an empty bottle rolling off the platform and landing in the water with a hollow splash. Roshan swam forward quietly, leaving the safety of the jetty’s shadow and making for the huge steps that led to street level.


    She reached out in front of her, hands searching through the water for the surface of the first ledge and when she found it, she pulled herself upward. Moving as quickly as she could, she briefly smiled in victory once she was fully out of the water. It was a gesture that felt foreign given it had been so long since she’d had cause to smile, and she prodded at her cheeks uncertainly.


    The loud neigh of a horse snapped her out of the brief celebration. The sharp echo of hooves against the hard ground soon followed and she swerved toward the nearest alley she could see. Roshan tripped and barely made it to the safe hiding place. The rider swept by quickly and when Roshan set off again, the same issue presented itself: she could barely stay upright. It was like she was poisoned. She struggled to find her footing and gripped the walls of buildings around her to stay standing. At one point she dropped to all fours and vomited up the contents of her stomach. I desperately needed that last meal and now it’s gone, she thought angrily as she wiped her mouth. What was happening to her?


    The answer came soon enough and with a thud as she sat, taking a moment to recover. She had made it several blocks into the city, but as the population got denser, she’d be in more danger. Whole pockets of city life operated twenty-four hours a day and it was getting harder to avoid people. It would be additionally challenging if she couldn’t stay steady on her feet but, well, of course it made sense why she couldn’t.


    She’d been confined to that boat since she was fourteen. Now, at seventeen, she had spent years on the water. Even if they’d been docked for large portions of that time, she had her sea legs and had grown used to the constant rocking. Yet it had been so long since she’d been on land, she’d lost the knack for steady ground underfoot.


    “Get. Up.”


    She grunted the words to no one but herself… or so she thought. A street cat treading past her paused at the sound of her voice. Roshan struggled to her feet once more and as it scampered off, its path drew her eye to another alley. This one was packed with clothing, fabrics in every color and style swaying in the warm, night breeze as they hung to dry.


    She stumbled forward, reaching the first line just as she felt like she was about to topple. She gripped it for support and her weight caused it to snap, the damp items sliding down into a pile at her feet. Whether they were dry or not didn’t matter to Roshan. She sorted through them quickly and found a rich, brown kaftan closest to her size, trousers, shirt, and undergarments to match. She stripped out of her soaking dirty clothes as fast as she could, tying a sash of rust-colored fabric at her waist and another in a matching shade around her head so that she was hooded.


    It was preferable that these were men’s clothes, and she took a moment to relish in the range she had as she moved her legs, shaking them out. Roshan slinked closer to the window of the first home she could see; the residences were stacked on top of each other to fit as many families as possible. The window was unlatched and she gently pushed it open, peering inside.


    The kitchen. She lifted herself up onto the ledge, reaching inside as she snaked a half-eaten load of lavash flatbread. She was going back for what looked like rice in the dim light when somebody cried out.


    “Oi! You!”


    Her heart leapt into her throat. She froze, hoping it was a different “you.” Tragically, it was not. As she turned her head, she met the gaze of what appeared to be someone’s drunken father stumbling home from a nearby tavern.


    “Thief!” he screamed. He pointed and shouted repeatedly, and soon candles were aflame as the residents started waking up and people began peering out windows.


    Thankfully, she’d been seen by the one person who was just as useless on his feet as she was. Even as she stumbled away, she still made better progress than he did as she put distance between herself and the growing disturbance.


    Roshan soon realized she was lost and had become turned about amongst the city’s infrastructure, so she rerouted to what she knew: the water. She’d come quite far from Baghdad’s inner harbor, which was a relief, so she used the Tigris river to continue navigating further. When she came to a bridge, danger presented itself. She could get a proper view of the horizon and along with it, dawn. Sunrise was still an hour away at least, but daylight was coming. The advantages she’d gained in darkness would soon be lost. Even the foot traffic crossing the bridge was hazardous, with the number of people hustling and bustling to their early morning tasks being a challenge.


    Or an asset…


    Slipping out from behind a loaded cart, she joined the largest group she could see. Someone had left their walking stick leaning against a series of barrels and she snatched it, the added assistance coming in handy as she limped over the rise of the bridge and down to the other side of the city. It was a good thing to be dressed as a man, but being an elderly man was even more beneficial as she hunted for somewhere she could hide.


    The group she was with were slow moving, so she hung at the rear, following where they were going with the intention that she would peel off when an opportunity presented itself. Yet the longer she walked with them, the more others joined their number. Many of those, too, had walking sticks and she accidentally but rather seamlessly blended into the fold. She would have to follow where they were going, so she kept her head down and her face hidden as best she could as they shuffled up steps and into what she assumed would be a mosque.


    The prayers she expected to hear did not come. Instead, the chatter around her was a mix of not just the language she knew and spoke, but others she had never heard before. The voices she discerned talked about numbers and stars and other things that may as well have been another dialect. She was inside, however, and that was critical.


    Carefully, she peeled off until she was at the edge of the group. She risked a glance upward, and her breath caught in her throat. If this was some kind of temple, she had no idea what they worshiped. But it was beautiful.


    The stars were painted on the ceiling far, far above her with prophets of old illustrated alongside them as they moved through time, through history, through space. Gold glinted off seemingly every surface, the various candles reflecting against the metallic sheen and creating even more of a glow. Men threw back their hoods, greeting each other with hugs and handshakes warmly.


    They knew each other, they knew this place, and sooner or later she would be the odd one out. Cloaks were being folded and placed away. She tracked what looked like a lesser worker with her eyes, mimicking his activities as she scooped up a stack of scrolls and limped after him. He pushed through swinging doors and she did the same, neglecting to grab a candle so she could remain in the dark.


    The view that greeted her through the doors was just as daunting, with a cityscape of shelves stretching before her in an endless row. Library. She knew what one was in theory, but she had never set foot inside a place like this in reality. It looked like a mini-city made of books. She retreated deeper into the bowels of the place, moving further away from the opening. She trod away from the bubble of voices, eventually placing the scrolls she carried, yet couldn’t read, down gently on a table. Then she sought the quietest section of the library where the volumes would be coated in dust and where the squeak of a rat would tell her that visitors rarely came here.


    Checking over her shoulder, she saw that no one was following her. Why would they? She looked like she belonged here and as she turned down an aisle, she leaned the walking stick against the shelves. Her feet were sore and raw, and she slumped down onto the ground.


    Clutching the stolen lavash she’d rolled up at her side, it felt like her only lifeline. If she was careful, she could stretch this for a week. And then… she had no thoughts after that. No ideas. No solutions. She was alone. Yet for just a moment, that could be enough. As she bit into the bread, she chewed with relief and closed her eyes. She was alone, but for the first time in what felt like forever, she was free.
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